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Gentle waves washed over a beach of colorful glass pebbles. Impossible mountains rose across the bay, framing a golden sunrise. The prisoner stepped to the edge of the water and took a deep breath.

It was a beautiful execution chamber, illusions perfect and peaceful.

Nilah Brio had never been to a live execution before. She sat in the prison observation room alongside the crew of the Capricious, two GATO IGCC war crimes prosecutors, three Compass agents, and the crew’s handler, Special Agent Cedric Weathers. On the beach, prison staff waited just out of view of the imagers.

Nilah’s heart rested in her throat. She’d chased this monster across ten worlds before bringing her down. An execution seemed too simple an end.

The woman by the water nodded at her surroundings. “Pretty in here. It looks real.”

“We do try.” The chaplain walked into frame, rendered in precise detail for the offsite observers watching via projection. “Rebecca Grimsby, né Rebecca Fulsom, for your crimes against humanity, for aiding and abetting the Gods of the Harrow, you have been sentenced to death by spell. It will be instantaneous and painless. Your judgment has already been rendered; you may speak your mind without fear of reprisals. It now falls to you to say the things you need to say, so that you may pass into the next world unfettered by guilt.”

Nilah leaned forward to listen, trying to catch whatever Rebecca might reveal in her final moments. What excuse could she possibly give for the things she’d done? The chaplain gave Rebecca a kind smile and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, dear. Go ahead.”

“I’ll tell my mother to kill you quickly when she gets here.” She placed her hand on him in return and mocked his sympathetic face. The guards were on them in an instant, pulling the chaplain away from her while she sneered.

“It’s the least I can do after you’ve been so sweet to me,” she added.

The chaplain smoothed away a strand of hair, which the guards had jostled loose. “Why don’t you decide how you’d like to make peace, barring a rescue?”

In the observation room, Nilah leaned over to Cedric and whispered, “We’re sure security is locked down tight, mate?”

“They always posture at the end.” Cedric crossed his arms and shook his head, features scarcely illuminated by the light of the projectors. “You’d have an easier time breaking into a bank vault.”

“We’ve broken into bank vaults,” said Nilah, “and the Masquerade. Look, this isn’t just some rando. This is Harriet Fulsom’s daughter.”

“It’ll be fine,” said Cedric. “Been to four of these since the Harrow, and it’s always a lot of bluster, followed by silence.”

“Four?” asked Nilah.

“You’re not the only one bringing down high-profile Children of the Singularity,” he said, glancing to the imager feeds to make sure he didn’t miss anything.

“I don’t think you’ve ever executed someone like her,” said Nilah, “the daughter of a god.”

Cedric smirked. “You’d be amazed.”

The woman on the imager took a deep breath and steadied herself.

“You have no idea how grateful you should all be to us. We sacrificed everything to give humans a future. But it’s fine. In a few minutes, this place will be a smoking ruin, and you’ll all be dead.” Rebecca let out a hissing breath through her teeth. “I can’t wait to see your faces when she gets here.”

As they watched the chaplain and guards walk off the wide-open beach, Orna Sokol’s fingers tangled up with Nilah’s and squeezed. Nilah stared down at the place where her dark skin met the lightness of her fiancée’s. They’d both gotten a bit weathered over the past two years fighting the Children of the Singularity, and watching executions scarcely lightened the load. Justice needed serving, but Orna’s look of dawning worry wasn’t soothing to Nilah’s heart.

She hadn’t wanted to see this, but Rebecca’s sentence—over a hundred counts including murder, racketeering, high treason, and currency manipulation—had been handed down by a secret court. That meant a group of state-selected witnesses had to attend, and Compass always nominated the arresting authority. Only one member of the Capricious was required, but everyone else came along for moral support.

The guards and chaplain pushed into the observation room through a side door, scooting around the gathered attendees to get to the back. They gave everyone solemn nods as they passed, and Nilah wondered how often they did this.

“Start the termination sequence,” said Agent Weathers, and the bailiff at the control console tapped a few buttons.

On the projections inside the execution chamber, the sun began to set, an orange burst on a purple sky. Lights swelled to life inside the smooth glass baubles composing the beach, and the clouds picked up their pace, vacating their perches for a mist of winking stars. Rebecca turned to look directly into the imager with anger in her eyes. “My mother is coming. Today is the last mistake of your short lives…”

Nilah glanced down the row of chairs in the observation room, taking in the expressions of her crewmates. The others were waiting for it, too—the sound of an alarm, a distant explosion, a flash of magic. If the Gods of the Harrow knew about the execution, surely they’d intervene.

Rebecca drew her limbs in close, shivering in her silky robes. “She’s coming for me. No prison can stop a teleporter like her.”

That was when Nilah knew nothing was coming to save Rebecca. It was an odd feeling, the pang of sympathy that rolled through her bones. Rebecca was a killer who had used slingers and starvation alike to destroy people on her mother’s behalf. She’d created untold loss, and would’ve gladly done so again, had the Capricious not taken her out of play.

To Nilah, though, she looked like someone’s scared little girl.

“She’ll be here.” Rebecca took a breath and nodded quickly. A tear rolled down one cheek. “Today was the day you almost executed—”

A loud, charging whine was the only warning before the prison chamber’s autoslingers pelted Rebecca Grimsby’s body with paralysis bolts and a sleep spell. She froze midsentence, mouth agape, eyes rolled back in her head. Then, she fell backward onto the glass beads, relaxation taking over stiff muscles.

They watched for long minutes, listening to the prison doctor calling off oxygenation levels. Eventually, she said, “Brain death. One twenty-four a.m.”

“Flip it,” said Agent Weathers.

The bailiff threw a switch, and the projection filled with fire, burning Rebecca’s body away to ash. They watched until the orange light faded, leaving only the glowing glass beads and carbon-crusted metal walls. The lights came on, and relief washed over Nilah. Grimsby was officially gone for good. Nilah stood, her joints sore from sitting in that chair for the past two hours. The exact time of Grimsby’s transfer to the execution chamber had been kept secret, since that knowledge could help a prison break.

“Meet you at the ship,” Cordell mumbled as he went for a side door. In years past, Armin Vandevere would’ve been hot on his heels to sneak a smoke, too. It hurt Nilah to see the empty space beside him. He and the first mate had been inseparable, and she’d never noticed before Armin’s death at the Masquerade.

“Leaving so soon?” Agent Weathers called after them, and the crew halted. He reminded Nilah of a terrier—always steadfast whether anyone took them seriously or not. “I’ll need to see you in my office.”

Nilah sighed. She’d hoped to get off this depressing prison hulk of a planet and score a little vacation. If Cedric was flagging them down, he probably intended to send them somewhere unpleasant. He excelled in finding the worst places to conduct covert operations.

Cordell gave up on his smoke break, lumbered back to his crew, and cocked an eyebrow. “Surely it can wait a cycle? We only just arrived, and everyone busted their humps to get here.”

“Fresh intel. I’ve got something interesting for you.” At this, he gave the rest of those gathered a little wave.

“Well, well…” The captain fetched a dispenser from his pocket and pulled out a toothpick with his teeth. Nilah knew he’d have much preferred a cigarette and was secretly dying inside from the interruption. “‘Fresh intel.’ What do y’all say?”

“I’d say we haven’t caught a break in months,” said Boots, straightening her bright yellow Rook Velocity jacket. “We just put Grimsby down. Time to get the next chump in the hopper.”

“And what do the rest of you think?” asked Cordell.

“I was promised shore leave,” said Nilah. “So how good is this one?”

“Very,” said Cedric.

“We can sleep when they’re dead,” said Orna, throwing an arm around Nilah. “Lead on, Agent.”

The crew shuffled into Special Agent Weathers’s temporary prison office—a three-walled cubicle at the end of the last row of the admin ward, beside the custodial bot cleaning station. It was clear whoever was in charge of office assignments liked Cedric Weathers as much as everyone else. On the way in, Cedric made a quick pass through the rest of the cube farm, making sure there were no other staffers present. Since it was the middle of the night cycle, the only other folks in the prison were the guards, distributed through the various wings.

“Going to a lot of trouble to make sure we’re alone, mate,” said Nilah, cramming into his cubicle with the others.

“That’s because we’re going to run a private operation.” Cedric waved out a projection and tacked it to the wall. “Compass eyes only. Not even Special Branch gets this one.”

Cordell perked up, the epaulets sparkling on his captain’s jacket. Nilah noticed that he always took special steps to make sure his old Arca Defense Force clothes shined in front of Cedric. He maneuvered his toothpick from one side of his wide grin to another.

“Just us?” he asked. “What kind of budget?”

The Compass man chortled. “Do whatever is required. Send receipts.”

“Oh, I like those jobs,” said Aisha Jan. She, like her husband, Malik Jan, had been napping before the execution. Nilah envied their ability to sleep anywhere they wanted. “Nice hotels, good food…”

“If it’s a civilized world,” Malik added.

“I feel like I never get off the ship,” said Aisha. “It’d better have some good food. That’s my favorite part.”

“My favorite part is the deserving target at the end,” said Alister Ferrier, crossing his pale, freckled arms. His red hair stood up at an odd angle from where he’d been trying to nap, as well. Jeannie, his twin sister, came up behind him and smoothed it down.

“You’re doing this off-books because of the mole in the Special Branch?” asked Boots.

“Because you’re the right crew for the job,” said Cedric.

Boots cleared her throat and nudged Nilah. “Mole.”

Cordell smirked at Boots’s comment, then said, “Enough beating around the bush. We’re all tired, remember? Let’s have it.”

“I’m sure you all remember catching Grimsby at Mizuhara,” said Cedric.

The woman’s dead eyes were still too fresh in Nilah’s mind to recall much of their brief day in the Thousand Waterfalls resort. She’d been responsible for bringing Rebecca to the Intergalactic Criminal Court on Compass orders. At the time, they’d been excited to remove Harriet Fulsom’s daughter from the game board, but now it felt hollow. It was just an arrest—they hadn’t actually stopped anything that they knew of.

“Grimsby was there to buy something,” said Cedric. “A data cube from the estate of Sekhet Mostafa.”

Boots’s face lit up. “Ha! They’re going after that old crap?”

Cedric leaned back in his squeaky old office chair. “Of course you’ve heard of her.”

“Sure,” laughed Boots. “Used to be part of this group on the Link called the Graverobbers, where we’d swap stories about various historical figures. The place was a gold mine for me. Easy to sell a salvage map if you can stick some famous dead weirdo to the story and—” She paused to look at Cedric.

A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. “I’m not going after you for old frauds committed, if that’s why you stopped talking.”

“Just checking, bud. Anyway, one of the guys was obsessed with Sekhet Mostafa. Had like eight thousand murder theories.” Boots paused to grab one of Cedric’s clean mugs off the charger on his desk and drop a cube of government-issued coffee into it. The black shape melted into an oily splash, and hot steam filled the air.

Nilah couldn’t stand the stuff, but she watched as Cordell and Alister ducked in after Boots to fill mugs of their own. “Was she the murderer or the victim?”

“Maybe neither,” said Boots. “She was this kid from one of the smaller banking clans—rebel child, liked to adventure, obsessed with finding Origin. She’s basically forgotten now, but she used to be quite the scandal on Taitu.”

“I’ve never heard of her.”

Boots took a hearty sip and went to set her mug on the desk, but Cedric preempted her with a coaster before it could touch. “You wouldn’t have heard of her, Nilah. Had to be more than a hundred years since this went down. Mostafa was kind of like a professional cultist, too. She bounced around between about a dozen of them, and when her family threatened to disown her, she disappeared.”

Orna snorted. “What, Mummy and Daddy didn’t like all the liars and crooks dipping into their fortune?”

“She took it with her,” said Boots. “Cleaned them out, down to the very last coin.”

“I bet they disowned her after that,” said Cordell.

“There was nothing left, save for their land holdings, but with the family in arrears and cash-poor, they folded. Everything they owned was sold off—but there was a real market for Sekhet’s possessions. Lots of folks had a morbid fascination with her fate.”

Cordell’s toothpick swirled on his lip as he chewed it. “So why did you call it ‘that old crap’?”

“It’s like this,” said Boots. “She was in so many cults, and so many locations, with so many freaks… you can link her to almost any conspiracy theory. It’s all too far afield.”

Alister scowled at his coffee, obviously tasting government issue for the first time. Nilah had learned to avoid any food in classified areas.

“Kind of like us?” said Alister. “People make up conspiracy theories about us, but we’re the real deal. Maybe Mostafa has a past.”

Boots smoothed back a stray strand of hair. “That’s… a surprisingly good point, Al.”

“And if the Children of the Singularity want her old things—” Nilah began.

“I’m starting to believe some of these theories about her.” Boots sat down on the edge of Cedric’s desk, much to his chagrin. “So Rebecca Grimsby was trying to buy one of Mostafa’s data cubes when we arrested her, which means the seller went to ground.”

“After you shot up the place, yes,” said Cedric. “But never fear. We’ve been working on that problem. Grimsby and the seller were using an escrow service, and we just happened to arrest the owner for tax evasion recently.”

“He ‘just happened’ to be cheating on his taxes?” asked Nilah, and Cedric chortled.

“Everyone is cheating on their taxes, Miss Brio. We just keep that in our back pocket for when we need to arrest someone,” he said. “Here’s why this case is perfect for you: Miss Elsworth has knowledge of Sekhet Mostafa. You, Miss Brio, are already acquainted with the seller.”

Her surprise was much stronger than her friends’ coffee. “What? I am?”

“You are. It’s an old teammate of yours, apparently: Baron Valentino Gaultier. I thought, since you used to be friends, you could reach out to him, and—”

Nilah gave him an incredulous look, caught between annoyance at his presumption and outright laughter at his ignorance. “Why the hell would you think Tino and I are friends?”

Cedric looked at her sidelong. “Because you… used to be teammates? You were karting buddies, right?”

Nilah crossed her arms, turning up her nose at him. “Do you know anything about racing? Anything at all? Your teammate is your worst enemy, chum.”

“What? Why?” asked Cordell.

Looking over her comrades, she expected one of them to chime in, but no one spoke. “Have none of you listened to what I’ve said about racing? For two years, I’ve told you stories of—”

“Wasn’t particularly interesting before now,” Cordell mumbled, scratching his head and looking away.

Nilah swallowed an indignant gasp and straightened. “Fine. When you’re in the same type of car, you’re rivals. Most years, a team will replace one of the drivers. You have to make sure that if they’re going to cut someone from the team, it’s not you, so…” She wobbled her head, as if she could shake loose the right phrase. “You know… you do whatever it, uh, takes.”

“And what did you do to Valentino?” Orna asked without even a pause.

Nilah gave her an embarrassed look; her fiancée knew her all too well. “I… may have, uh, caused the accident that ended the baron’s racing career.”

“Are you serious?” Cordell shook his head. “First decent lead in months, and you already blew it?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize my karting days were going to decide the fate of the bloody universe!”

“And yet, that’s a surprisingly apt description of what happened,” said Malik. “Because you raced, Mother attacked you, and the universe was saved.”

Cedric recoiled. “Oh. I’ve clearly made a mistake, then. I’ll have another Compass operative assigned and—”

“No,” said Cordell. “Give us this case. Been chewing scraps too long, and arresting Grimsby just made us want something bigger.”

“But if Miss Brio has already fouled our chances…” Cedric trailed off.

“Please,” said Nilah. “I can smooth things over. I know how to talk to Gaultier on two levels: as a racer, and as an elite. I’m sure it’s going to be fine. Besides, he likes to collect influential friends. I’m influential.”

Orna made an “eh” noise, and Nilah elbowed her.

“Okay,” said Cedric, handing over a crystalline data cube. “This is everything we have on the baron. You’re to acquire Mostafa’s effects using whatever means you feel appropriate, then rendezvous with Task Force Sixty. Do not take that to mean you can harm a Carrétan noble. Task Force Sixty has been conducting operations against the Children of the Singularity with some success, and they’ll want to analyze the goods for actionable intel.”

“Any potential complications?” asked the captain.

Cedric leaned back in his chair. “Probably not, though our civic anthropologists are tracking a host of new splinter groups after the Masquerade. Nothing that should affect you per se, but it wouldn’t be bad to spread the info.”

Boots’s expression darkened. “New cults?”

“Not exactly,” he answered. “Sympathizers. The more of Witts’s crimes come to light, the more the hard-line anti-GATO groups come out trying to orchestrate secession. The good ones use protests. The bad ones… well…”

“That’s because they can all just jump up and say, ‘I love Witts,’ on the Link, and do everything short of swearing fealty to an enemy flag,” said Boots, cheeks flushing with anger. “Maybe if you criminalized being a freaking terrorist—”

Cedric held up a hand. “I’d prefer to have free speech, thank you. We’re working through the watch list as fast as we can.”

Nilah shook her head. “As long as we’re not taking any of those assignments, I’ll be fine. No more cult infiltration for this girl.”

“You’re the tip of the spear, now. If I call you about a cult cell, I just want you to take them out, not talk to them. Most of these people are yahoos.”

“That’s what your lot thought last time, though,” said Boots. “I want a dossier on all of the groups working with Witts.”

With a snort, the special agent replied, “There are over thirteen hundred. It’d be a full-time job just to read today’s developments.” Seeing everyone’s annoyance, he added, “I’ll get you my intel on the top five orgs of interest, okay? It’ll take me some time, though.”

“Can we get the short version?” Cordell rested his hands on his hips.

“There is obviously the Children of the Singularity, but we’ve got the Bonded Haft—a secessionist militia; Aoyurei—a bunch of violent mystics; the Conservators—they made the list when our operative disappeared; the Alliance of the True Code—who like to bomb government buildings; and my personal favorite: the Last Gambit.” The man took a moment to bring home his disgust. “They have a thing against immigrants on Taitu.”

Orna cracked her knuckles. “I might like to meet some of the Gambit punks in a dark alley.”

“No one is as dangerous as the Gods of the Harrow, themselves,” said Cedric. “Our Fifth Fleet has been playing cat and mouse with their shipyards, destroying anything they can find… and uncovered a disturbing amount of resources and resistance.”

Boots wrinkled her nose. “Like a big giant cult with dozens of insidious plots to destroy the galaxy for no discernible reason?”

The bureaucrat soured. “No, Boots. Like billions in capital equipment and manufacturing tech—the sort of infrastructure required to maintain a standing military. There’s something big lurking out there, so you need to focus on Witts, and let us handle his oddball followers.”

“They’re not oddballs, though,” Nilah interjected. “They’re everywhere, and getting more acceptable. That’s the problem.”

“That’s a job for the politicians,” said Cedric. “Do you want the case or not?”

Cordell took the cube and pocketed it. “We’re on it.”

“Then we’re done here.”

“Ready to get out of this place,” said Boots. “Don’t like prisons.”

The Compass handler straightened his desk set and folded his hands together. “I expect you’ve narrowly avoided them.”

“It’s not that,” she replied. “It’s the prisoners.”

“Oh?”

Boots smirked. “A close friend of mine once said we should call them prisonees, don’t you think?”

To Nilah’s surprise, Orna laughed at the corny joke.

They loaded the Capricious in the rain and muck of an Agarwal hurricane. The planet was 90 percent covered by water and home to some of the largest storm surges recorded on any habited world, so it was the perfect place to have a prison. If the inmates escaped, where were they supposed to go? Directly into the frigid water, to be battered against the rocks surrounding the Ballantine Prison Complex?

Boots idly contemplated the best way to break someone out of the place while the rain slashed her face and ran down the back of her neck. Anti-air towers stood vigil as she pushed carts of supplies from the prison’s garrison across the loading dock. The place was as well defended as the finest military installations she’d ever visited.

“What are you gawking for?” said Orna, huffing past her with a cart of food cases. “I’d like to get out of here before I melt.”

She smiled to the quartermaster, rain dripping into her eyes. At least she was dry under her polybuff Rook Velocity jacket. “Truth be told, I was trying to figure out a way past their defenses. Got a taste for those sorts of puzzles after Mercandatta.”

The quartermaster nodded her approval. “I was going to chastise you, but… I’ve been thinking about it, too. Gets in your blood.”

Boots gripped the handle of her cart and put some muscle into it. “We’re turning into weirdos out here, Orna.” Then, she considered the statement. “Well, I’m turning into a weirdo. You were there a long time ago.”

“Yeah, Boots.” Orna gave her own cart a hefty shove. “You were real normal before we got you.”

They secured everything in the cargo bay, and Boots headed to her quarters to dry the water from her tired bones. The others had been complaining about a lack of action on the ship, but every mission had pushed Boots harder than the last—and she’d recovered a little less every time.

Malik Jan, the Capricious’s doctor, had noticed, too, and he’d prescribed a workout regimen, which she’d promptly ignored.

“Good morning, Lizzie,” said Kinnard, his voice richly rendered through the new speakers Boots had installed in her room. She hadn’t been ready to live in her mansion on Hopper’s Hope, but she’d grown accustomed to the lap of luxury and made some adjustments to her military accoutrements.

“Morning, Kin. Hang on a sec,” she said, and was momentarily deafened by her shower’s flash-dry function. Her hair fluffed comically large, before the antistat ionized it back onto her head. “What’s up?”

“The time is oh-four hundred.”

Her stomach dropped whenever he said the time. That was all Kin was allowed to say to someone without admin rights. It was a silly fear, but when she’d surrendered him on the Harrow, it’d hurt. “Uh, thank you?”

“Which means it’s time for your prescribed run.”

Boots scoffed, digging into her drawers for a bra and panties that had seen better days. She had all the money she could ever want and no time to shop for replacements. “I just took a shower, Kin.”

“Understood. I’ll remind you tonight before your watch.”

She pulled on her pants, hopping intermittently to keep herself from keeling over. “Or we could skip today. I’m all traumatized after witnessing an execution and stuff.”

“Okay. I’ll mark today as a miss for Doctor Jan’s logs.”

“Kin, come on. Don’t do that.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have proper authorization to override Doctor Jan’s orders.”

Boots’s arms flopped to her side midway through putting on her shirt, turning her torso into a bag of defeat. Compass had adjusted Kinnard’s authorizations to give access to the whole crew and make him the ship’s official AI. Despite the many years Kin had taken care of Boots, she was no longer the top dog in his user directory.

“You don’t have to put it like that.” Boots poked her head through the collar of her shirt, then smoothed the stray hairs back into her bob.

“Let me be blunt, Lizzie. Doctor Jan knows what’s good for you, and it’s not whiskey and donuts.”

“You didn’t tell him about the whiskey and donuts, did you?”

“No, Lizzie. Are you going to run, or do I need to record your fourth miss this week?”

The first lap wasn’t so bad. Well, the corridor to the stairwell wasn’t so bad. The Capricious, being a small ship, only had a few halls and a short track around the cargo bay—which meant that she’d have to jog it dozens of times to make a reasonable daily workout. Malik had a treadmill with projectors in the med bay, so Boots could’ve pretended to run outside during a country evening near her distillery, but then she’d have to deal with the ship’s doctor criticizing her form.

I’m simply trying to make you the best you, she could almost hear him say.

Boots had said they were turning into weirdos, but the crew of the Capricious was strange long before Henrick Witts and his Harrow conspiracy entered their lives. She passed the bridge, where Cordell and Aisha plotted out the next jump to Carré. The captain was a shieldmaster who’d survived crashing directly into the side of a mountain, and Aisha had managed to become a killer ace pilot behind the sticks of a cargo ship. Boots passed Nilah and Orna’s shared quarters; one was an ex-championship race car driver, and the other was a former slave pit fighter turned responsible quartermaster. What’s more, they were two mechanists who didn’t bicker constantly, which Boots had never seen.

Nilah came bounding out after her in a tracksuit. “Lovely morning for a run!”

Boots indicated she was very tired, language was hard, and this amount of cardiovascular exercise seemed excessive with the noise, “Ugh.”

A set of servos whined in time with their run, and Boots glanced back, nearly having a heart attack at the sight: Teacup, Nilah’s new battle armor, had fallen in behind them, mimicking their jog.

“Mind if she joins us?” asked Nilah. “I’m training her pathing algorithm.”

“Uh, sure?”

She had always considered Charger, Orna’s bloodred battle armor, to be a bit flashy, but she’d never seen anything like Teacup. Nilah had gotten her up and running two weeks ago, and Boots found it arresting. She kept looking back every time they took a turn to admire Nilah’s craft. Bone-white plates made up a polished exoskeleton, their glazed veneer covered in ornamental gold lines and floral designs. A pair of blue streaks wreathed the ocular imagers for a nice pop of color that reminded Boots of eyeshadow. Light poured from its arms in projected holograms, a stylized, luminous extrusion of Nilah’s dermalux tattoos.

Then came a deafening bang as the bot smacked its head against a steel buttress so hard Boots felt the hit through the soles of her feet. The trio came to a halt, and Nilah rushed back to look at her robot.

“Oh, sweetie, are you okay?” Nilah shushed the bot as it examined the offending steel beam, lenses flashing and motors whirring. She stood on tiptoes, and Teacup leaned down so she could polish its forehead with her sleeve. “Blast it, you’ve scuffed your faceplate.”

“If you didn’t like that,” Boots huffed, “you’re really… not going to like… taking your battle armor into… actual battle.”

Nilah cradled the bot’s head in her hands and baby-talked it. “Don’t listen to her, my pet. You won’t get scuffed, because you’re so graceful, no one will be able to shoot you.”

“Charger gets shot all the time. It’s a regular spellcatcher.”

Nilah replied with automatic racing bravado: “If Orna were as fast as me, it wouldn’t be a problem for her.” She remembered herself and gave Boots a serious look. “You are not to repeat that to her.”

Boots laughed and rubbed the fingers of one hand together. “Secrets cost money, kid.”

With a rude gesture and a smirk, Nilah said, “Jog on, then.”

“After you.”

They resumed.

But it was an ill match. Nilah established what she called “a reasonable pace” with the flashing of her dermaluxes. She kept apologizing for leaving Boots in the dust, and every time she did, Boots felt guilty for holding her up. Nilah was built better, and she needed to train better. After a while, Boots waved her and the bot onward, waiting until they’d rounded the corner to double over into a wheezing mess.

She regarded the next leg of her path—an impending stairwell—with hands on her knees, and a drop of stinging sweat trickled into her eye. Wiping only seemed to make it worse until she’d rubbed her eye raw. She hadn’t jogged so much since flight school. Physical training reqs had fallen off in the war.

“Screw this.” Boots headed for the mess. There’d be some water there, and after a couple of glasses, she could carb up with a beer. That was a thing she’d heard runners say.

When she arrived, she found Alister and Jeannie tucking into their breakfasts, preparing to start their shift in the kitchen. The twins weren’t great cooks, and they relied on a ton of prepackaged food, but they got the job done. Boots wasn’t about to complain. She hated cooking. If they’d left meal prep to her, she’d have the crew noshing Insto and ration bars for every meal.

“Morning,” said Alister. “You ready for a little breaking and entering?”

Boots grimaced, pinching her tank top’s chest and fanning her sweaty collar with some quick pulls. “Like, today?”

“When we get to Baron Gaultier’s,” said Alister.

“You don’t know that’s the plan.” Jeannie pulled her thin lips into a disapproving frown.

Alister balked. “We always steal stuff.”

“We’ll just see,” said Boots, sliding in beside them. After the tough run, even the hard benches of the mess felt like fluffy clouds on her butt. “Looks like you two are settling into KP just fine.” She added, “Kitchen Patrol,” seeing their confused looks.

“Oh, yeah,” said Jeannie. “We’re thinking of quitting and opening our own restaurant.”

Boots was about to tell her some harsh truths about their skill level when Jeannie cracked a smile. Of the whole crew, Boots had the most trouble reading the twins’ mannerisms, but they were both grown in test tubes by evil scientists, so any disconnects in communication were foregone conclusions.

“I was about to ask where you’d open your hot dog stand,” said Boots, winking.

“Gourmet hot dog stand,” Jeannie corrected. “But you know, if you have a problem with the cooking…”

She held up her palms. “Not me! Point me at the meal, and I’ll make it disap—”

“You know what we haven’t had in a long time?” Alister interrupted.

Stifling her annoyance at his preempt, Boots waited for his answer.

“Stuffed cabbages,” said Alister. “Armin is really slacking off, you know.”

The air in the mess hall seemed to vanish as Boots searched for the words to explain to him that Armin had sacrificed himself so everyone else could live. She looked to Jeannie, finding the woman’s shoulders tensed.

“Alister,” Jeannie began, but her brother’s eyes went distant.

“Oh,” he said. “Right. Yeah, sorry. Sorry. It’s just… hard to believe.”

“For all of us,” Boots added. The more she considered it, the further and further a post-run beer fell from favor. She’d have to sit there and sip it with the Ferriers, while Jeannie negotiated Alister’s mystery problems in front of her. It’d be an ugly setup.

“Maybe I should scram,” said Boots. “Don’t want to bother the cooks.”

“Yeah, maybe so.” Jeannie gave her an appreciative look. She obviously hadn’t been pleased Boots saw the confusion.

“Later,” said Alister with a weak wave.

Boots bade them good day and stepped into the hall. She could head back to her quarters, clean up, and take a nice nap before her watch. The hallway speakers, the ones used for emergency broadcast, chimed beside Boots.

“I’ve been tracking your progress with the ship’s sensors,” said Kin. “You’re about twenty-seven percent finished with your run.”

“You know, you’re a lot less fun, now that you’re such a narc.”

“Now now, if that’s something that bothers you,” said Kin, “maybe you should look into it.”

“But for now?”

“For now, you run.”







Chapter Two

Crew
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Boots tossed and turned, searching her bed for sleep. Her legs burned from the run, and though her body longed to be in a coma, her mind wouldn’t stop turning over their mission parameters.

Baron Valentino Gaultier lived on Carré. Boots hated that planet with a burning passion, from the stinking Gray to the privileged noblesse living in the clouds. It’d been the site of the Clarkesfall Armistice, where Boots’s home country of Arca had signed their provisional surrender to the Kandamili. It’d been where Mother jammed a long sword through Didier Thomasi’s head after—

She winced, remembering the shine of the dripping blade.

Since Didier’s murder, there hadn’t been time to date, but perhaps that was a good thing. A man wouldn’t fit into Boots’s life. With a sore groan, she sat up, afraid that the longer she lay there, the more Didier’s ghost would come to haunt her. Something soft and sweet might chase him away, though.

“Kin,” she rasped.

“Lizzie,” came his voice, gentle in the night cycle.

She rubbed her eyes. “Water. Get some donuts going in the autochef. Want them hot when I get down there.”

The autochef was one of the last pieces of original gear remaining on the Capricious, but it was buggy and had a nervous habit of vomiting synthetic starch all over the floor whenever someone asked for a sandwich. It could still mix and fry donuts like a champ, though, so Boots was basically the only person using it.

“I’m afraid it’s been disconnected, Lizzie.”

Boots restrained a gasp. “By whom?”

“The ship’s database contains a work order, filed by Captain Lamarr, for the decommissioning of ‘Boots’s Donut Machine.’”

“Damn! Why?”

“The comments section of the work order says, ‘Get over it, Boots. This is for your own good.’”

Anger flared in her skull, hot enough to fry a donut. “First the doc with his stupid running and now this. Is my bastard captain policing anyone else’s weight, or am I special?”

“Answering that would violate the Confidential Personal Health Information Employment Act of 2862.”

“You tell the captain that he doesn’t have the right to go around shutting down a girl’s donut factory unless he wants a full-blown mutiny on his hands.”

“Would you actually like me to send that message, or…”

Boots huffed. “No.”

“Understood. Since you’re awake, would you mind running an admin hash decluttering on me? I’m having trouble with my permissions and—”

“I just woke up and you want me to do maintenance?”

“It worries me, because those holes could be exploited.”

“Later. Come on.”

Kin chimed. “I’ve just spoken with Captain Lamarr, and he wishes to see you in his quarters, so you can discuss it with him there.”

Boots blanched. “I told you I didn’t really want you to send that message!”

“This is apparently unrelated,” said Kin.

She forced her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, the natural crackles of her forties rattling her spine.

“Don’t worry. The captain has urged me to convey that this is good news,” said the AI.

She pulled on an overshirt, its clasps clicking closed. “Don’t trust a word of it.”

“I’ll let him know you’re on your way.”

“You do that.”

Boots stepped into the hall, searching for anyone else awake during the night cycle. There’d be a watch officer on the bridge, but aside from that, it should be quiet. A strange, lilting melody echoed through the decks near the elevator, and Boots realized the twins were singing to each other in harmony. With any other member of the crew, she’d have poked her head in to investigate, but singing had to be the least weird thing the twins did.

Arriving at the captain’s quarters, she checked herself for lint, adjusted her collar, and took a deep breath. She opened the door to find Cordell sitting at his dinner table with a projection of what looked like a white starfish with swept-back legs hovering overhead. He waved her over.

“Is this from Special Agent Weathers?” she asked.

“Not quite. Got this from GATO Command,” he replied, gesturing to the strange shape in the projection. “This is the last image that a Fifth Fleet scout ship transmitted before being destroyed. The bigwigs think it’s Bastion.”

That was the massive space station Henrick Witts was constructing. Boots drew closer and peered into the blurry edges.

It wasn’t much to look at—no discernible details, just a central body and set of arms. She had no sense of scale to draw from, but she remembered the amounts of cash flowing through the Money Mill. The station would be huge.

“It’s been picking off scout movements, playing cat and mouse with the Fifth, and the GATO folks are on fire,” said Cordell.

“So that’s why you called me up here?”

“No.” He adjusted his cuffs. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to come out with it: there’s a hole that has to be filled.”

“Excuse the hell out of you.”

“In our ranks, you reprobate. Our mission discipline has been crap without Armin. This meeting with Agent Weathers has me a little on edge, and… well…”

Boots cocked her head. He couldn’t possibly be headed in the direction she thought he was.

“I need a new first mate. You’d get executive privileges and better stock in the venture.” His golden irises locked on to hers. “You’re the person for the job.”

She gaped at him. They’d always worked well together, not as close friends, but professionals. Through the war, the Harrow conspiracy and all the aftermath, she’d diligently gone where he ordered and blown up every deserving target. She’d never had to manage supplies like Orna and Malik, or deal with their Gate Cartel tokens like Aisha. She’d never seen a repair invoice, plotted a large tactical engagement, or been a party to fleet strategy. Her training as an officer consisted of the emergency battlefield commission given to her during her Arcan Civil Air Patrol days. She knew as much about being an executive officer as cleaning a marpo vat.

She gave him a nervous smile. “I’m going to have to go with no on that one.”

He shook his head. “I knew you were going to say that.”

“Look, I’m flattered, I really am… but you know I’m all wrong for this.”

“You’re a natural-born leader, Boots.”

She burst out laughing.

“Okay, funny girl.”

“I’m a funny woman, sir.”

Cordell ran one hand over his hair, stopping at the back to scratch an itch. “I can prove you’re right for us. That day on the Harrow, you refused to let us collapse under grief. When we found out… what they did to our home, you didn’t buckle or fly off the handle.”

Her hands naturally came to an at-ease posture as she addressed him. “And I mentioned in the after-action report that I’d been prepped by Kinnard to handle that terrible news—so you can’t chalk my even-handed response up to leadership.”

“You refused to let me die in the ensuing battle.”

“After I shot you. That would’ve been, as Nilah might say, ‘bad form.’”

He smirked. “You essentially planned the vault robbery at Mercandatta.”

“And Orna is the one who got us out of there.”

“Your quick thinking against Vraba on the Masquerade saved everyone’s lives.”

“Almost everyone,” she corrected, letting that hang in the air like dismal fog. “And my surprise explosive tore a hole in Malik’s stomach. He almost died! Sir, the first mate is the captain when you do something stupid enough to get captured or killed, and at the rate you’re going that’ll be sometime next week.”

Pursing his lips, he added, “And you’re not getting any younger. Most fighter jocks are retired at your age, or dead.”

There it was—the real reason for the offer. Of course he didn’t want her as a first mate; he just wanted her out of the cockpit so it wasn’t his fault when she got blown to smithereens.

She deflated. “That’s out of line, man. Combat ops are—”

“Not appropriate forever.”

“If you take me out of that bird, you may as well drop me back at the farm on Hopper’s Hope because I’m done.”

“Boots—”

“Captain, you’ve said your piece, and now I get to talk. We’re going to take a moment, just as two people, not as Captain Lamarr and his fighter pilot. Okay?”

He frowned and raised his palms.

“Combat ops are my life. I don’t want to be a bureaucratic enabler of other, better warriors. I want to fly my Runner and jam my slinger so far up Henrick Witts’s ass that they classify his corpse as a cannon. I like being in the field. And yeah, blasting Vraba with an anti-ship round was just about the greatest feeling I’ve ever known… aside from smashing Mother’s neck. I’d do anything for another shot at a god.”

“I get you, I do, but—”

“But Malik is the obvious choice,” she interrupted.

The captain shook his head. “Yeah, because Doctor Jan issuing his wife direct orders is what I need in my life.”

“You need to respect them enough to let them figure that out.”

“He’s a combat medic and dreamweaver.”

She shrugged. “So what? He gets a major injury literally every time you deploy him.”

“You lost the same arm twice.”

“And I’m fine with that. Find someone else.”

He sucked in a breath and rose to his feet. “You know, this is exactly what’s wrong with you. You’ve always got to do it your way, and damn everyone else!”

“That’s what we call a redeeming quality! Right now, I’m struggling to see yours! You can’t just rip me out of my cockpit—my home—because you’re afraid of something happening to me!”

He grimaced. “Is that what you think?”

“Why else would you bring up my age?”

For the first time since she’d known him, he backed down. “I don’t know. I was just trying to add another data point to the mix. I don’t think you get how hard this job is without a trusted friend for guidance. The captain doesn’t share hopes and fears with the crew. That’s the kind of crap that gets them killed.”

“This isn’t about age. It definitely isn’t about my skill.”

He pointed to her, then himself. “It is, though. I think we can do this. You’re clever as all get-out, and I’m, you know, pretty much the greatest captain in the galaxy. We’ve got the toughest crew anyone has ever—look, it’s difficult without an XO I can be straight with.”

“You are so ridiculous. You want to promote me so we can be friends?”

“Yes! No! That’s not exactly it.”

She crossed her arms. “You’re the captain. Be decisive. Spit it out.”

Cordell paced around his table, hands clasped behind his back as though he were inspecting an upcoming battle sim. “Let me lay this plan out on its strengths…”

She waited patiently for him to name a single strength, and found herself checking the clock. After another lap of the table, he deflated. She was about to make fun of him when he spoke.

“It’s lonely.”

On an air base, they would’ve canned him for saying something like that. Toward the end of the war, he would’ve lost his commission and been assigned under someone capable of maintaining “sufficient decorum.” A person couldn’t be captain if they went around being sad about their pals dying.

“Captain…” She wanted to pat his shoulder, but the old codes of conduct stayed her hand.

“This ship is my life, Boots. It’s everything I want out there in the sky. And we’ve uncovered incredible treasures—together.”

“Look, if you’re about to say friendship is the real treasure—”

“No, no, I love cash.”

“Thank god.”

He settled half his rump onto the lip of the table. “But as the senior officer, you get to have one close friend: the person who’s supposed to take the mantle from your corpse. Off the ship, people don’t get you. On the ship, you can’t let them get you.”

She couldn’t tell him to forget the rank and be pals with everyone. That was about as likely as her sprouting a cardioid. Or starting a family.

“You understand,” he began, then swallowed an unseen bitter pill. “My only buddy just, you know, jumped directly into another ship’s engines. So, I’ve been alone for a couple of months, and… I just don’t know how much longer I can keep it up.”

“You went to boot camp with Malik, sir.”

He nodded slowly. “That I did. But you actually get me. You’ve got the fire. Malik is… just a little too perfect, you know?”

She burst out laughing. “Yes! I know exactly what you mean.”

Cordell stuffed his hands into his pockets. “It’s impossible to loosen up around that guy. He makes me feel guilty for eating junk food.”

“I yell at you for smoking.”

“He does, too, but I care when he says it.”

“Oh, thanks.” Boots chewed her lower lip. “Look… I’m not saying we should ditch the ranks or whatever. Like, I know that someone always has to have the final say in the heat of the moment, but maybe you could stand to loosen up a little. Sleep in an extra thirty minutes or something.”

Then she did something she’d never have imagined in a million years: Boots walked around the table, clapped her hands to both of his shoulders, and said, “We’re a family, and we’re smart.”

He recoiled but didn’t brush her hands away. “Man, Armin would’ve had a field day with this.”

“That’s true. But you just asked me to be your first mate, and that’s my advice.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“No. Hell no. The universe is expanding. The galaxy spins. Space is a vacuum. I’m a fighter pilot. Some things, you just can’t change.”

“Can I continue to count on your wisdom, then?”

“If I ever grow any, I’ll let you know.”

The next breakfast, Cordell gathered all the crew in the mess to announce his appointment of Malik Jan to first mate. Aisha beamed, and Boots could only surmise that was because the doctor would be on the ship instead of in the field.

The twins served everyone a misshapen cake, which had fallen apart under the weight of too many eggs. It tasted as bad as it looked, and Boots had to work to shovel the bits into her mouth. She’d long ago learned that no matter what the cook handed her, she ate it.

“Now that you’ve all had your cake,” said Malik, giving them all appraising looks, “it’s time for a few things to change around here. The primary fixture of military readiness is holistic physical training, and it’s been ignored for too long.”

Boots’s mouth went dry. The running. The de-donut-ing.

“I’m implementing a ship-wide health initiative,” said Malik. “We’re going to create custom diet plans and exercise regimens for each one of you.”

“I’m in fighting shape, Doc,” Boots blurted out. “So, you know, there’s no reason to delete my donuts.”

Malik smirked. “Really? Kin told me you were winded after one flight of stairs the last time you jogged. Also, it’s ‘sir.’”

“Sir, Kin is a data cube, so he’s not in great shape, either,” said Boots. “Maybe we don’t take health advice from him?”

“I am so in great shape,” said Kin. “I’m a cube. It’s a great shape.”

“Boots, stop,” said Cordell. “I’ve… At the good doctor’s behest…” He seemed to choke on the word “good,” and she couldn’t imagine why until he spoke the words, “I blew all of my tobacco… and rolling papers… and rollers… out the airlock.”

She blinked. “You did what, sir?”

“It’s what leaders do.” The captain stiffened. “Doctor Jan is right. We’re lucky to be alive. None of us are capable of running marathons.”

“I am,” said Nilah.

“Me too,” said Orna.

“Alister and I regularly ran fifty kilometers at the chalet,” added Jeannie.

“I’ve been running one a week since I got on the ship,” said Aisha, “So I think only you and Boots are—”

Cordell’s nostrils flared in annoyance. “Okay, but we should all be capable of high-end physical performance. A strong body yields a strong mind, too. We have to be faster, better, stronger, and smarter to succeed at taking down Witts’s operation. Now you are all going to get right with that, do I make myself clear?”

“Aye, Captain!” came the crew response.

“Now, Kin,” said Cordell. “Can you pull up the baron’s estate for us?”

A chime followed, then the projectors spun to life rendering a mountainside estate jutting out from the face of a sheer cliff.

“This,” said Kin, “is Rampant Gardens, a Carrétan stronghold for Baron Valentino Gaultier’s great-grandfather, Baron Davide Gaultier. It was constructed in 2832 by esteemed architect and occult enthusiast Zhang Wei Liu. The property is designated a Carrétan Historical Trust Site for its uniquely angular features, created in collaboration with Yearlinger designer and founder of the Anti-Ergonomists, Åsa Ecklund. The interior features similarly—”

“Skip it,” said Cordell. “Get to the tactical stuff.”

“There are two known entrances to the site, and both are secured teleportation portals.” The projection shifted to the Gray, a few thousand meters down. “The first is in the city of Fleury’s port district, Old Town. This entrance is typically powered off and only accessible to architecture students attending the Université de la Riviere twice yearly for tours.”

“And the second?” asked Boots.

The projection climbed into the sky, circling the mountain to another peak, several klicks away. It slowed to a halt over a large landing pad nestled into the snow. Blacktop stood out in stark contrast to the white cap. A single, wide rectangle of white light illuminated one side.

“This is the owner’s entrance,” said Kin. “It is secured against magical intrusion by wards and has no exposed control surfaces.”

Boots whistled. “Expensive.”

“This blue blood has to go for a walk sometime,” said Orna. “What about windows, balconies… all that stuff?”

“The Anti-Ergonomists believed that human modifications were a corruption to the landscape,” said Kin. “They sought penitence through discomforting architecture. The unadorned square of tarmac you see by the portal is the ‘garden’ from which the structure takes its name. If the baron wishes to take in the air, he must brave subfreezing temperatures and winds gusting up to eighty kilometers per hour.”

“Hard-core,” said Orna, though Boots couldn’t be sure if it was admiration or admonishment.

“So how do we steal the Mostafa Journal?” asked Aisha, and everyone looked at her. “What? We always steal things. Don’t act like we don’t.”

Alister laughed. “That’s what I said.”

Nilah raised her hand halfway. “As Agent Weathers said, I know the baron.”

“Teammates, right?” asked Boots.

“He was big into racing back in the day,” said Nilah. “Did superkart with Kristof and me at the Circuit Perrin Espy, but never got picked up by the bigger teams.”

Cordell quirked his lips. “Is everyone on Carré into racing?”

Nilah spread her hands, exasperated. “I told you this, like two years ago! Was no one listening?”

“Cut us some slack, girl,” said Cordell. “We were being hunted at the time. I don’t remember every trivial conversation about racing, and—”

“There are no trivial conversations about racing,” Nilah said, cutting him off. “Those people love me… Well, Valentino doesn’t. He actually kind of hates me.”

“Yes. Can you elaborate on that?” asked Malik.

The projection shifted to two karts spinning out together, then smashing into a wall.

“Because while driving for Oxcom,” said Kin, “Nilah deliberately ran Valentino into a wall. Without a rival on track, Nilah was the de facto winner of the season. Had Valentino Gaultier finished the race in his current position, the championship would’ve been his.”

“Wait,” said Orna. “You ran someone off the track when you couldn’t beat them?”

Nilah’s dermaluxes went cyan, and Boots was pretty sure that was embarrassment.

“I was a different person, okay?” Nilah pleaded. “I know it was wrong now.”

“There’s more,” said Kin. “Valentino Gaultier’s survival capsule was damaged during the collision, and the baron suffered significant injuries, including a broken femur and fracture to his spinal column. While Baron Gaultier made a full recovery, he was psychologically unable to return to racing.”

Boots gaped at Nilah, who balked.

“You lot don’t know what it’s like on the track. It’s not my fault the crash was so bad!”

Malik winced. “I had suggested to the captain that we offer to buy the journal using Compass funds, but…”

“The baron is going to hold on to it, just to screw you over,” said Cordell. “This is bad. What’s our secondary move?”

“We steal it,” said Aisha.

Orna laughed. “I like your style, Zipper.”

“Just…” Nilah blurted, but restrained herself. “Let me call him, all right? Maybe I can work something out. I know how he thinks, and I have the most practice with Carrétan nobility.”

“You don’t think I could broker a deal?” Cordell said.

“I didn’t say that,” said Nilah, “but if you misspeak, they might kill you for heresy. I’ve been in these circles for a long time. You need real etiquette, no offense.”

Cordell idly scratched the dark skin of his cheek. “You’ve got me there.”

Boots stared at the ex-racer, always surprised at the stories of Nilah’s old life. The young woman may have been a genius behind the wheel, but she certainly knew how to make enemies.

“Hey, kid, I know what it’s like to take that kind of injury.” Boots tapped her metal arm on the table to punctuate the point. “And if you were the one who took my arm, well… I’d have stepped on your throat. I’m not sure how far you’ll get.”

“I promise I can work something out,” said Nilah. “Just let me try. Valentino is a collector of oddities.”

“We’re about as odd as it gets,” said Boots. “I bet we could find something he wanted.”

“All right, Miss Brio,” said Cordell. “Set it up.”

Nilah waited in her quarters for the call to go through. After a moment, the head butler’s torso materialized atop her desk. The lines of her suit were laser straight, and her hair was so coiffed as to be a helmet.

“Good afternoon,” said the woman.

Smoothing down her shirt, Nilah said, “Yes, hi. I’d like to be connected with the baron. I’m an old friend.”

The woman cocked her head. “I’m sorry. He’s in meditation and isn’t granting any audiences today.”

“Please tell him Nilah Brio is calling. He’ll want to take this.”

The woman peered a little closer at her, the projection’s large eyes looming over Nilah. “Miss Brio, I’d be happy to take a message for you, and—”

“Who did she say she was?” came an agitated voice in the background.

“Please excuse me.” The woman stood up and walked out of the projection. Hushed whispers followed, before Valentino Gaultier settled down into her place.

He was exactly as Nilah remembered, with a little more meat on his bones. He hadn’t kept up the rigorous physical routine during the years away from the track. Snow-white hair spilled over his shoulders into precise lines along his collarbone, creating an elfin appearance. His swishy robe’s collar was at least as high as his scalp, and he’d blush-spotted his porcelain cheeks, giving the appearance of an oddly sexy magistrate.

Out of nowhere, a small dog jumped into the projection. At least, Nilah mistook it for a dog at first glance. Its snout was shorter, akin to a rabbit’s, and it had swept-back ears and narrow eyes like a delighted fox. Its fur bristled with a glow like moonbeams on a choppy lake, and Nilah realized it was some sort of magical beast. “Look who it is, Doudou!” cooed the baron in a thick Carrétan accent. He scratched under the beast’s jaw, causing it to thump its leg in happiness. “Why… I do believe it might be the worst person we’ve ever seen! Look at her.” At this, Valentino gestured to Nilah’s face. “Underneath this beauty lies a withered heart, overgrown with treachery. Yes, it does! Yes, it does, Doudou!”

For its part, Doudou yapped uncontrollably, sending yellow sparks down its fur, then nuzzled into Valentino’s armpit. With the beast’s eyes properly averted, the baron’s face changed to pure malice.

“What do you want?”

Nilah cleared her throat. “Hello, Tino. I apologize for missing your ascension ceremony after the death of your father.” That seemed like a safe lead line. “I’m so pleased to see that you’ve become the baron of—”

“You weren’t invited. You think I wanted to see your face on that day of all days? Get to the point, Brio.”

Nilah opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to decide on a tack. On the bed behind her, Orna restrained a laugh. “I was thinking we should meet up. Perhaps we could reminisce about the old times.”

Again, came the baby talk. “Yes, we would like that.”

“R-really? That’s wonderful.”

Doudou scampered away, and the baron’s lips curled like he’d bitten into a juicy bite of meat—almost lustful, definitely carnivorous. “Yes. Come see me, and maybe I can have you executed for heresy.”

Nilah sighed. Royalty were completely unchallenged on Carré—on penalty of death. Any insult to their lineage was a capital offense.

Giving him a thin smile, Nilah said, “I would really like to bury the hatchet.”

“Like you buried my car into the wall of turn thirteen?”

“It is the Wall of Champions, love. A lot of great racers have hit that barricade, and—”

“I’m busy.” The baron reached for the terminate button.

“Wait!”

Valentino froze, but the look on his face gave Nilah exactly two seconds to state her case.

“You have something I want, Tino, and I believe your life is in grave danger.”

“Yes, well you have something I wanted, too—a career in motorsport—so I suppose we all have wishes.” Despite the harsh words, the baron stayed his hand. “What is it?”

“The Mostafa data cube.”

Valentino laughed, a full-throated, musical sound that must’ve charmed many lovers. “You can’t afford it.”

“Whatever Grimsby was going to pay you, I can do better.”

“Who? You see, I don’t know the buyer, because they were using an escrow service,” said the baron, sweeping aside his silvery hair. “But for you, it’s not for sale.”

“You’re right. You don’t know the buyer. I do. They’re trying to destroy the universe, in case you forgot.”

“How long are we going to rest on those laurels, Miss Brio?”

She wanted to throw it in his face that she was still making progress in the hunt for Witts, but that would’ve been leaking classified intel.

“Money is money. I’m assuming you still like it.”

“And I have lots of it. You deprived me of a future, which is infinitely more valuable. Besides, my buyer will send someone else to do business.” Valentino’s stormy eyes narrowed, and his malice evaporated as he caught some idea. “Are you still traveling with Boots Elsworth?”

“Um, yes?”

“And if we did business, would you bring her with you?”

“Do you two, er, know each other?” Then it clicked for Nilah: the first time she’d heard Boots’s name was from Valentino’s lips. He’d been a huge fan when the show first debuted, fascinated by Origin, mysticism, and treasures—

—which was probably why Nilah never gave the show a chance. She’d hated him enough to run him into a wall. She certainly wasn’t going to indulge his hobbies.

“Of course I know her, but she doesn’t know me,” said Valentino, tapping his lip. “If she’s going to join you, I’ll consider entertaining your Capricious at ma maison.”

“You want me to introduce you?”

He scoffed. “Oh, please. Just bring Boots, and try not to speak too much when you arrive. I do so despise the sound of your voice.”

“Okay, so the plan is—” Nilah began.

“Ugh! Despise it. Shut up.”

He rang off.







Chapter Three

Reflection
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Throughout her career, Nilah had always ridden on jump drive–equipped yachts. Joining the Capricious had been like climbing onto the back of a turtle and slogging from gate to gate. The Compass-issued jump drive was a godsend, and it’d taken them from the Ballantine Complex on Agarwal to Carré in two days.

A light rattle shuddered through the hull as the Capricious broke the atmosphere of Carré. Servos whined through the ship as his aerodynamic plates reconfigured, obscuring his true shape. The camouflage armor was another major Compass perk—it helped keep them out of the news.

Nilah waited patiently in her crash couch in the cargo bay, Valentino’s bitter expression staining her thoughts. She looked up to the keel of the Midnight Runner, hanging peacefully from the mag clamps. Boots was up there, waiting to scramble if things turned weird.

Nilah couldn’t think about the planet without smelling Duke Vayle Thiollier’s burning hair. They’d almost lost Malik here. They had lost Didier, though to her guilt, she’d never been close to him. It’d certainly changed her perception of Carré from “party planet” to “deeply problematic danger planet.”

“We’ve entered Rampant Gardens airspace,” said Cordell. “So far, no anti-air and no planetary defense. All crew, are we ready to meet the baron?”

“That’s the way I like it,” said Boots. “Nice and easy.”

“This line isn’t for idle chitchat,” interrupted Malik, a surprising authority in his voice.

Nilah felt a little bad for Boots, the first to be reprimanded by Malik. It’d take some time to grow accustomed to the friendly doctor in command.

“Uh, yes. Yep. All green,” replied the fighter jock, obviously taken aback. “Standing by.”

“Hunter One here,” said Orna, adjusting her circlet. “Standing by.”

In the nearby corner, Charger inspected Teacup. Orna’s battle armor was fascinated by the new creation, but to Nilah’s annoyance, Teacup was too basic to be fascinated by anything. She looked back to the cargo door and adjusted her own circlet. “Hunter Two, standing by.”

“All right,” said Cordell. “How long to planetfall?”

“Ten minutes,” said Aisha. “Clear skies, easy flying.”

Nilah and Orna unbuckled from the crash couch and began slipping into their cold-weather gear. The suits provided by Compass were marvels of artificial temperature regulation and fire protection but had little in the way of style. In another life, she’d rather have shown up naked than wearing such garish, tactical clothing. Closet space on a warship was scarce, so Nilah had been forced to adopt a more utilitarian style of dress.

The moment the cargo ramp opened up to the howling winds of Carré’s mountain peaks, a gleeful laughter filled Nilah’s ears. The baron stood among a trio of guards in his plush fur coat, a smug grin across his face.

“This is how you greet me?” Valentino called across the desolate landing pad. “Pathetic.”

Nilah frowned and surveyed her surroundings as she stepped down off the ramp. A plain square of heated tarmac stretched across the snowcapped peak, glistening wet with melted frost. Behind the baron was a simple, glowing portal, completely unadorned.

“What is that you’re wearing?” Valentino drew closer to inspect the tactical webbing and dozens of snap pockets. “Hideous. You must not see much fashion out there in your tiny… grenou…” He mumbled something in Carrétan, gesturing to the Capricious’s bulbous cargo bay. “Frog. Your ship looks like a frog, and you look like a shitfly it just vomited up.”

“Hello, Tino,” Nilah grumbled, annoyed with the icy ball of guilt forming in her gut. It’d been against the rules to run Valentino off the track, but the benefits had outweighed the penalties. If she hadn’t taken the baron out, Valentino might’ve been the one driving for Lang Autosport—and the galaxy would’ve been destroyed, right?

Valentino’s creature came sprinting out from behind him, ears pricked and fur scintillating with red flashes. It circled the crew, darting between their legs with its strange monkey paws. It stopped in front of Nilah, blinking at her and wagging its puffy tail.

Orna leaned over to get a closer look at the beast, and it hissed like a broken steam pipe full of rattlesnakes. Nestled into its pink gums were dozens of sharp, dripping fangs.

Valentino crowed with laughter as they recoiled. “Don’t be scared of Doudou! She won’t hurt you.”

Nilah eyed the creature, which paced and rumbled with a rattling growl whenever it got close to someone. “Are we sure about that, love? It seems a bit… upset.”

Valentino flipped his dazzling red scarf and smoothed a stray lock of hair from his face. “Oh, my little sweet bun will kill you instantly, but it won’t hurt. Vasoque la, Doudou.”

She didn’t speak Carrétan, but she understood well enough when Doudou went scampering back to its master, climbing up his coat into his arms.

“You going to introduce me?” asked Orna.

“Tino,” Nilah began, “this is Orna Sokol, my fiancée.”

The baron’s eyes swept over Orna’s form before he declared, “You could do better, my dear.”

Nilah inhaled sharply. “Orna is a bona fide hero.”

“Oh, no, no, no…” replied Valentino. “I was speaking to Miss Sokol. Surely there were more honorable suitors in your company?”

Orna chortled and put her hands on her hips. “Sometimes, you just have to take what’s available.”

Valentino’s smile was enough to make Nilah queasy. “Yes, well, I suppose these things cannot be helped when you travel on such a sad vessel. And who is this?”

Boots came astride Nilah and Orna, still in her combat flight suit as she pulled off her helmet. “Boots Elsworth, sir. I’ll be accompanying these two.”

“Ah! It’s you! Wonderful, wonderful. You look different than your projections.”

Boots gave him a soldierly nod. “Hope you’re not too disappointed, your… lordship?”

“For you? Tino.” He stroked Doudou, nuzzling the creature to his cheek. “Finding Hana was an inspiration after my racing career came to a… sudden stop. It was your show that interested me in the occult and esoterica of Origin. I would love to show you my collection of artifacts.”

“And I’d love to see it.”

Boots swelled with pride, and Nilah had to force down her eye roll.

“Very well,” said the baron, waving them toward the portal. “Let us come in from the cold. Doudou is hungry, and we have much to discuss. Is it only the three of you?”

Nilah nodded. “The others will remain on the ship. They like to keep him warm.”

“Follow me, then.” With that, Valentino and his retinue turned and disappeared into the portal.

Orna tapped her comm. “Boss, we’re heading in.”

“Stay frosty,” he replied.

Nilah gritted her teeth against the bitter cold. “Hoping to get less frosty, sir, but I’ll keep the guard up.” Then she turned to Orna. “Really? You just have to ‘take what’s available’?”

“You’re already letting him get to you,” said the quartermaster, pulling Nilah in for a quick hug. “Let’s make nice, get the cube, and split, okay?”

“And don’t forget,” said Boots, “the baron was going to sell the journal to Grimsby. We don’t know how deep those allegiances go. Maybe he’s telling the truth about the anonymous escrow, but you can’t be sure.”

“Right,” Nilah sighed. Steeling herself, she walked through the portal alongside her friends.

The house on the other side was like an unfinished computer rendering. Blocky, polygonal furniture filled the stark white space, each piece a study in discomfort. Everything carried a sheen like injection-molded duraplast, and Nilah forced an admiring smile. It wasn’t hideous; it was unlivable.

“Welcome to Rampant Gardens,” said Valentino, shucking the fur coat to reveal a low-cut robe with geometric designs of gold squares shining up its length. The nearest servant took his scarf, and he flipped his hair to straighten it back out. “My guards will be relieving you of your weapons.”

Her stomach tensed, but it was only a matter of procedure for those in the presence of nobles. Grudgingly, she handed over her slinger; Boots followed suit. Orna took much longer and required a full frisking. The staffers also took their coats, leaving Nilah in her ugly, short-sleeved under layer. Her tattoos gave a subtle jump toward cyan embarrassment, and Valentino instantly smiled at the display. Maybe Nilah could get Arnie Camden to design a cold-weather suit while he was working on Orna’s wedding tuxedo.

When the weapon search was complete, a member of the staff emerged, holding a cat-sized rodent. Doudou lost its tiny mind at the sight of the other creature, yapping and crooning to be let loose.

“Not yet, my heart,” shushed the baron, nodding to the woman holding the rat.

His staffer released the animal, which gave a panicked squeal and took off to hide under the nearest divan. The baron stomped his foot, but the rat refused to emerge, believing it’d found shelter.

“Tsk,” he said, setting Doudou down onto the floor, where it scrabbled after the rat.

The rat shot out from under the divan and across the open floor plan like a rocket. Doudou raced after it, remarkably quick for a creature with opposable thumbs. Nilah watched the exchange with dread, fearing the conclusion.

“Come on, my precious!” called Valentino. “Show them how fast you are!”

A furious chase led the rat to a corner, where it reared back on its hind legs and hissed. Doudou returned the gesture with terrifying malice, its fur flaring red. It struck, and in the blink of an eye, the rodent collapsed under its own weight. Nilah’s gut churned as she waited for the inevitable bloody consumption, but Doudou swallowed the rat whole, like a snake.

“So, Doudou,” said Boots. “Boy or girl?”

With a small shrug, Valentino said, “Neither. I ordered my dear, sweet one from a chimera splicer on Prothero. Though I like to think of her as a girl.”

He gestured to the couch nearest the kill and smiled at Nilah. “Please, do have a seat.”

“I’m just going to lay this out there,” said Orna, “but our vitals are being monitored. If something happens to us, I doubt your estate could survive too many hits from—”

Valentino rested his slender fingers against his exposed tuft of chest hair, his face a rehearsed play of outrage. “I would never harm someone who entered my home in good faith. What do you take me for?”

Boots rested a hand on Orna’s shoulder. “My companion is just leery. The last time we were here on Carré, the duke’s own soldiers killed him.”

“Yes, well…” The baron looked down his nose at them. “Perhaps that’s what he gets for relying too much on indentured servants instead of paying people. While you’re with me, you’re under my protection. Now please stop staring at me like I’m going to eat you. It’s boring, even if some of you”—he gave Orna a little wink—“look quite edible.”

Orna snorted. “Sorry, but you’ve got the wrong utensils for a snack like this.”

“Pity,” said the baron, swooshing over to another chair, “but understandable. I’m not fond of men, either.”

Nilah took a deep breath and made her way to the long, white sectional running along the wall. The cushions were wide, flat pyramids with a point oriented perfectly to poke directly into the posterior—but she settled down anyway. Instead of an unyielding plastic surface, she found a pillowy-soft metamaterial, which conformed to her every curve.

She must’ve done a poor job hiding her surprise, because the baron said, “Don’t look so relieved, Brio! One cannot live in a truly anti-ergonomic setting. It’s a carefully cultivated illusion. Custom nanoscale-actuated furnishings to keep comfort at a maximum… also stainproof—a must for Doudou. Now, if the rest of you could have a seat, we’ll get down to business.” He snapped at the woman who’d brought the rat. “Where are the cocktails?”

The staffer bowed and glided from the room as Boots and Orna took seats in other chairs. Valentino settled down last in a high-backed white cube, which spontaneously carved out a portion of itself to seat his royal rump. “Now, that’s better—”

Doudou leapt into Nilah’s lap, and her dermaluxes went deep purple with fear. Its adorable snout nuzzled into the crook of her elbow as though searching for food, and Nilah felt the cool wetness of its saliva around the corners of its poison-filled mouth. A single strike of its teeth had put the rat down in under a second, and while she was much larger than a rat, she wasn’t eager to experiment with neurotoxins.

“I’d be gentle if I were you,” Valentino cooed. “My little sweet bun produces the same poison used by the Garde Royale. According to the Link, you already have some experience with the compound.”

The Garde Royale had shot Malik with a poisoned dart when they were in Duke Thiollier’s palace. The raid had seemed so long ago… except for that part. Nilah still hadn’t forgotten his terrified face.

“Oh, how interesting,” breathed Nilah through a forced smile. “I’ll have to tell Doctor Jan.”

The creature’s fur went bright pink, and it circled Nilah’s lap once before settling into a tight loop of cuddly death.

“He likes you,” said Orna.

“No, he doesn’t!” snapped Valentino. “Doudou! Vasoque la!”

The critter scampered from Nilah’s lap like it’d had its leash yanked. Any trace of affection disappeared as it took up a sentinel’s stance at the baron’s side.

“Now to business,” said Valentino. “You wanted a data cube, and I want your head on a spike. Metaphorically, of course.”

“For personal edification,” Boots said, raising a hand halfway, “where do you stand on our heads?”

The baron was taken aback. “I have no quarrel with you, Boots Elsworth. You’re the main reason I allowed this wretch”—he gestured to Nilah—“to visit my sanctum. I love your work so very, very much.”

Boots leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees. “Then you understand why you can’t sell it to a cabal of genocidal monsters. It’s not in your best interest, either.”

“Oh, come,” said the baron, flipping his hair off his shoulders. “It was an escrow sale. You don’t know it was the Children of the Singularity any more than—”

“We do,” said Boots. “Beyond the shadow of a doubt. Given that knowledge, it’d be wrong to sell to them. Don’t you agree?”

“My dear,” said Valentino, “you’ve quite publicly foiled their plans twice in a row. I doubt those cultists have anything left with which to fight. No harm in taking their money for a scratched-up old data cube. Not exactly weapons of mass destruction. Plus, there are no treaties in place to stop a noble like myself from selling to—”

“There’s common decency,” interrupted Boots. “We don’t do favors for the people who tried to kill us.”

Valentino’s face hardened. “No, we don’t. And that extends to entitled, bratty racers who slam us into walls, heedless of honor and safety. Ah, the cocktails!” The baron introduced each one: a Royal Fire for Orna, a fine Carrétan whiskey for Boots, and a brimming glass of plain Marshanda Fosser for Nilah.

“Oh. This. How nice,” said Nilah. “How did you know?”

The baron ran his fingers through his silver hair. “They did sponsor you for two years, silly girl.”

Nilah seated the glass in her lap, trying to ignore the cloying scent of rosemary hibiscus liqueur. “But you’ll sell to Boots?”

“We shall see.”

Nilah replied through a tight smile. “You said you’d sell it to her. That’s what you said on the call.”

Valentino’s lips went pouty. “I said you would be entertained at my house. Whatever assumptions you’ve made are yours, my dear. You’ve yet to tempt me with the right price.”

“How much money do you want on the table?” asked Nilah. “A million?”

Valentino tsked. “You must be joking. The offer of sale was more than five.”

“So… ten million?” Nilah suppressed a flinch.

“Oh, but I have money and there’s so much of it out there in the galaxy. Think bigger. Something I can’t simply buy.”

Nilah grimaced, thinking of how many nobles on Carré had indentured servants. “A servitude contract?”

Valentino touched a finger to the side of his lip. “I hadn’t actually considered that, but I have something even better in mind.”

Nilah looked to her compatriots, who gave her confused shrugs. She racked her brain but came up short. Finally, she said, “Well, we have a lot of money… Do you want a lot of—”

“I want your ship, you fools!” shouted the baron, and Doudou began yapping to match his volume.

“Uh…” Nilah began. “You want an old marauder?”

Valentino crooked an eyebrow. “I’m a dealer of antiquities and rare collectibles. The Capricious is the centerpiece of the quintessential intrigue of the decade, my dears. Who knows what it might fetch at auction?”

Boots folded her arms. Orna scowled.

“And what, pray tell, are we supposed to use to fly out of here?” asked Nilah.

“There are a lot of old warships on Carré,” said Valentino. “You have plenty of money. You can buy one of those and continue playing soldier.”

Boots gave an annoyed chuckle, shaking her head. Nilah’s pulse jumped. Not only had Valentino managed to ask for the unthinkable, he’d insulted Boots’s honor, along with everyone else who’d ever joined them on their quest to destroy Witts.

“I’d like you to control that tongue of yours.”

Nilah turned to the fighter jock, agog at her outburst, before checking everyone else’s reactions. Even Orna’s eyes widened, and she glanced around at the nearby staff, clearly sizing up the situation—which was hopeless. There had to be at least six armed guards around, all of whom could be on the scene within seconds. Then, there was the murdermutt, which likely had an attack command.

“Miss Elsworth,” said Valentino, eye twitching in annoyance, “it’s not wise to insult a noble of Carré.”

“Death penalty, right? I wasn’t insulting you, Baron,” said Boots. “Just giving a bit of friendly advice. These folks have been through a lot more than a car crash and a broken leg. Two of them are KIA. What do you say we show them a little respect… before I take offense?”

Valentino was at full attention, anger-shrunken irises locked on to Boots, though the courtly smile never left his mouth. “Now it sounds less like an insult and more like a threat. Let us un-mince your words, Miss Elsworth. What, exactly, will you do if I don’t control my tongue?”

Boots laughed and relaxed, propping an arm across the back of the couch. “I’ll be disappointed in you, I suppose. I was hoping to swap research stories from the Finding Hana days, but if you’re not going to be nice, I don’t have to stay.”

One of the servants brought Valentino a tray of delightful fruits, carved into gemlike animal shapes. He shooed the bearer away, returning his attention to his three guests. Loosing a loud yawn, he lounged sideways in the chair, draping his form across one arm like he’d fainted.

“This posturing is so boring,” he groaned. “Do we have a deal or not?”

“I think I need to ask the captain—” Nilah began, hoping to keep the negotiations alive. She knew she couldn’t bargain away the Capricious, but to outright say no to the baron after all of the tension…

“Let me save you the trouble. No. Absolutely not,” said Orna.

“And that concludes our visit,” said Boots.

“No, stay,” whined the baron, positively leaping from his perch and abdicating his regal act for something decidedly more childish. “I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot, Miss Elsworth. I merely forgot my tact. I would love to show you my collection if you’ll stay.”

“And I’d love to see it.” Boots nodded sagely. “But if you’re not going to sell, we’re pretty busy.”

“Always business, never diversions, are you?” asked Valentino. “We can fix that. Come now, be reasonable.”

“And you’ll sell?” asked Boots.

“We shall have to see,” the baron replied. “My escrow tells me the buyers wish to make another offer, but… I find you intriguing. If you wish to counter, I will entertain the notion, but we must wait to see what they say. How about a blind bid?”

“Oh, come on, Tino,” said Nilah. “That’s robbery.”

Valentino shook his head. “You make a secret offer and they make a secret offer. I’ll weigh the two and make my decision. Why don’t you confer with your captain and see what you can do, then join me for dinner?”

The Capricious loomed over them as they exited the portal onto the freezing tarmac above Rampant Gardens, his pitted hull almost black against the gray skies. Nilah zipped up her cold-weather jacket, eager to be out of the wind. A few months ago, she’d braved the freezing assault on the Pinnacle at Hammerhead in ascetic cult pajamas. She’d thought it would toughen her up, but she hated cold and mountains more than ever.

Once on board, they gathered in the mess for a debriefing. As Nilah recounted the details, Kinnard offered helpful context and advice about Carrétan noble customs. All told, it dragged late into the night cycle. When Nilah got to the baron’s requested price—the Capricious—the captain’s reaction was, “Yeah. I guess we’re going to have to steal this Mostafa cube after all.”

Orna and Aisha gave each other a quick high five, and Nilah elbowed her fiancée.

“What?” said Orna. “It’ll be easy. You love stealing stuff.”

“Just once, I’d like to buy what we need, like a civilized person might,” Nilah replied.

“We’re not civilized, though,” said Boots. “Civility is what allows these monsters to fester in the darkness.”

“Hear, hear,” said Alister. “I can come to dinner with you and start trying to catch mind readings from the staff.”

“And I can focus on the baron,” said Jeannie. “If he’s keen on Orna, I’ll just act like her and see where it gets me.”

Orna gave her a bemused glance, pulling out a boot knife to pick at her nails. “I’m a one-hundred percent original. You can’t copy this.”

“I’ll just act cold and superior.” Jeannie mimicked Orna’s languid posture. “Maybe I’ll throw in a touch of mockery… You don’t have a fashion sense to appropriate…”

Cordell’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m stopping this conversation before our quartermaster guts you, Miss Ferrier. Do not try to seduce the baron. For all we know, he was just hitting on Miss Sokol to get under Miss Brio’s skin.”

“That hurts, Cap,” said Orna. “I’m a strong, beautiful woman, you know.”

“Excuse me.” Malik stood and held up a hand. Within a second, the rowdy bunch settled down and patiently awaited his words.

He nodded in calm appreciation. “I suggest we divide the plan into two phases: recon and action. We need an excuse to reconnoiter that isn’t dinner, because—and you three really, really should have considered this—food could easily be poisoned. Either way, you are not to take any actions during a recon mission.”

“Sorry, sir. I know it was foolhardy to drink what we were served.”

“Stay paranoid, Miss Brio,” said Cordell. “Don’t forget that, so far, we don’t have the Mostafa data cube and Baron Gaultier has convinced us to stay another day. If he’s working directly with the Children of the Singularity…”

Sure, Valentino was a pompous, boisterous nightmare of a human, but she’d known him as a child. “Captain, he’s bad, but he’s not that bad.”

“Please take this in the spirit it was meant,” said Cordell, “but wouldn’t you have said the same thing about Prime Minister Mandell a few years ago? What about your old racing coach? Did you ever expect to be at her daughter’s execution?”

She deflated. “Ouch, but fair, sir.”

He nodded and addressed the entire crew. “You will all remain on high alert. If you see anything out of the ordinary—”

“Such as a bioengineered killkitty?” asked Boots.

“I thought it was more of a murdermutt,” said Orna.

“Anything more so out of the ordinary,” said Cordell, “you expect an ambush. We’re not the Children’s biggest problem—that’s the Taitutian Fifth Fleet—but they’d love to kill us.”

“The baron is outside,” said Kin.

“Right,” said Cordell. “Like if the baron is somewhere he’s not supposed to be, such as outside the ship.”

“No, sir,” said Kin, and a projection spun to life, depicting Valentino on the tarmac, flanked by his retinue. “I mean that Baron Gaultier is standing outside.”

Nilah squinted at the projection. Was he wearing sparkly pajamas?

Cordell folded his arms. “What does he want?”

“I’ll ask,” said Kin.

“Respectfully, please,” said Malik.

“I know all Carrétan customs,” said Kin.

On the projection, Valentino craned his head as if listening to something. Then he shouted over the howling winds.

“He says he needs to speak with Miss Brio,” said Kin. “It’s urgent.”

“Let’s see what’s up,” said Cordell. “Miss Brio, Miss Sokol, and Boots, go out and parley. Zipper, get strapped and cover them from a concealed perch.”

“Aye, Captain.” Aisha rushed off toward the cargo hold.

Cordell stood, prompting everyone else to do the same. “Ferriers, get to the bridge and crew the scanners. Shouldn’t be any ships for a few klicks. Anything gets closer than that, y’all start squawking.”

The twins departed.

“Kin,” said Malik, “can you ascertain any more about the baron’s intentions?”

They waited while Valentino’s projection had some unheard conversation.

“It’s about Kristof Kater,” said Kin. “Miss Brio’s most recent racing teammate.”

Nilah’s pulse quickened. She and Kristof hadn’t been close as racers, but after the Harrow conspiracy, they’d stayed in touch, trading messages about the world she’d left behind. Kristof, a fellow Taitutian, had supported her, flown her colors during her time of crisis, defended her to the press, and was her sole connection to her old life at Lang Autosport. The fear only intensified when they opened the cargo ramp to find Valentino and his guards standing in formation like a funeral procession. The comm chimed in Nilah’s ear.

“Be ready for anything,” said Cordell.

But she wasn’t, because Valentino stepped forward and inclined his head, fabulous boisterousness absent. “I needed to tell you this, face-to-face, Nilah. My concerns this evening include more than Kristof.”

The whipping winds blew a curl of Nilah’s hair into her face, and she pushed it away. “What?”

“It’s about your father.”

Hearing that was like taking an asteroid to the chest, and Nilah’s hands rose to defend her trembling heart. The thought of his shining eyes stole the strength from her legs, and she staggered as her breath disappeared. Orna’s gentle hand on her shoulder kept her upright.

Valentino was still talking, and she forced herself to listen to his somber words. “I may not like you, but as someone who lost his own father recently—”

“Get to the point, Tino! What happened to my father?”

The baron’s guards tensed around him but made no move toward Nilah. Orna’s touch vanished, probably so she could keep her guard up.

“He’s alive, but… it’s easier if you see it for yourself,” said Valentino. “Your old boss at Lang just posted a video to the Link.”

The baron led them through the dimly lit halls of Rampant Gardens to a spacious theater of carved marble. Posh seats ringed a projector platform, though no one settled into them. If Nilah sat down right then, someone would’ve had to drag her off the floor. She couldn’t stop imagining Darnell Brio’s chubby cheeks, or the way they felt when his stubble brushed her in a hug.

“You have to stay focused,” said Cordell in her ear. “This could very easily be a trap.”

Nilah removed her earpiece and dropped it into her pocket. She wasn’t sure why, but she believed the baron. It was something in Tino’s posture, the way he skulked, the way he didn’t blow up at her for shouting. He had to be telling the truth.

Orna tapped her comm. “I’ll take care of her, Boss.”

Valentino’s projectors whirred to life, spinning out motes of light, and Nilah took a moment to wipe her eyes.

The imager turned to face the person holding it: Harriet Fulsom, otherwise known as Claire Asby. Her blond hair spilled across her shoulders in the moonlight, and she whispered, “This is for you, Nilah.”

A large house filled the background, a mansion with sweeping lines of glass and steel, folded across one another like decorative paper. Harriet stood on the courtyard green, a wide smile on her face. Then she pulled out a coin: it depicted a plain metal ovoid with two vertical slits for eyes and the usurer’s mark carved into the forehead—the symbol of the Children of the Singularity. She held it up to the imager for all to see.

“That’s Kristof’s house,” said Nilah.

“Look for anything that indicates time,” said Boots. “We’ll be passing this off to the Taitutian authorities.”

“This was posted to the Link, remember?” Valentino stroked Doudou, which rested across his shoulders like a fur collar. “They already have it. And we already know the time. Watch until the end.”

Boots swallowed. “Okay.”

The viewing angle spun once again to face away from Harriet. Nilah didn’t see anyone else pass through the frame. It seemed likely that Harriet was alone. She stalked up the front steps of Kristof’s manor to the locked double doors.

“No guards,” said Nilah.

“What?” asked Boots.

Nilah ran her fingers through her thick mohawk. “The guards are all missing. There should’ve been someone in the courtyard.”

“Maybe there was,” said Boots. “She’s a god-level teleporter.”

In the projection, Harriet held out her hand, and a tiny glyph formed inside. She didn’t have to trace it—the magic emerged without her aid, like an animal coming to its master. A pair of dispersers ejected from the wall and blasted the spell into dancing threads of hot magic. Harriet snapped her fingers, and another instant glyph formed before her. She teleported and reappeared above each disperser, laying hands on it—and the machines vanished from their emplacements, leaving only perfectly circular voids in their stead. Before she could fall the twenty feet to the ground, she blinked back to the front walk.

“She’s bloody quick,” said Nilah.

Harriet touched the broad double doors, and they disappeared, leaving an archway for her ingress. She strode inside as though she owned the place, past Kristof’s many valuables, along the central foyer, and up the stairs.

“I warned you, didn’t I?” whispered the god, taking each step at a stately march. “I told you to expect consequences if you continued to bother us. I showed you mercy, and you killed my daughter.”

At the edge of the projection, Nilah spied a woman in nightclothes, a slinger tight in her hand. It was Yu Yan, Kristof’s wife.

“Stop right there!” screamed the woman.

“I’m here to send a message,” Harriet replied. “A message from your husband to Nilah Brio. There’s no need for you to get involved. Put the slinger down.”

Yu’s grip faltered, and in a trembling voice, she said, “Claire? How can you be here?”

Kristof emerged from the master bedroom, panic in his eyes. “Babe, what’s going—” He drew up short when he saw the intruder. He blinked a few times, then shouted, “Shoot her!”

Harriet held up a pebble from the garden in one hand, and her spontaneous glyph split the air. The rock disappeared, and Yu began to convulse. A trickle of blood ran from her nose, and her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Yu!” screamed Kristof, rushing to his downed wife’s side. “Yu!”

“I told her to put it down,” said Harriet, tossing her coin to the ground before him. “Don’t waste your meager time trying to wake a woman with a rock in her cerebellum.”

Kristof tried to yank the slinger free of Yu’s hand, but it was trapped in her death grip. Harriet closed the gap to Kristof, seized him by his shirt collar, and snapped her fingers once more.

Light bent and twisted as Harriet and Kristof teleported together. The house fell away, its walls and floors melting and flowing into a vanishing point. When the world stabilized, roaring wind filled the imager’s microphone. Clouds drifted past, rising beneath the full moon. Except they weren’t rising—the imager was falling.

Harriet had popped them out in the skies over Aior, Taitu’s splendid capital. She gave him a hard shove as they both fell, putting some distance between them.

“Oh god,” Nilah whispered, and Orna pulled her in close.

Kristof was accustomed to speed and violent motion. His vision was perfect. He tumbled and shouted aimlessly for a moment before recognition came over his face. Nilah wished he would faint, so he didn’t have to see what was coming, but he was a steel-edged racer, just like her.

“I know you’ll see this, Nilah,” Harriet shouted over the gale-force winds buffeting the imager. “This is what you get.”

Kristof leveled himself out, going spread eagle. It made sense—the guy had probably gone skydiving before. He tried to say something to Harriet, but the mics wouldn’t pick it up. Whatever he was saying, there were tears in his eyes. He fixated on the ground, and Harriet followed his progress, diving this way and that to get a better view of his face.

And when they were within a hundred meters of the ground, she cast her glyph again, bending away the light. A brick pathway snaked into view, surrounded on either side by lights, which mushroomed out of the sidewalk. People bustled past, though some stopped and gaped—no doubt confused by her sudden appearance. Harriet turned the imager to show a tall glass building, and with a quick zoom, Kristof’s falling body.

“All those little fits you threw,” said Harriet, “your diva attitude. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to do this to you.”

He struck the ground, bouncing twice before coming to rest.

A scream erupted from the crowd. Then another. Full-on bedlam ensued. Harriet turned the imager around in her hands to record her hateful face.

“Stay with me, Nilah,” Harriet said into the camera. “We’re almost to the best part.”

No.

Another teleport brought her across the Capitol Gardens, to a block of buildings that Boots knew well: the Special Branch Archives, the Office of Investigative Affairs, and the GATO Tribunal Hall. Another blink brought her to a platform in the middle of the Weaver’s Interchange, the famous air-traffic pathways east of the capital. Harriet leapt from vehicle to vehicle like she was playing a game.

Nilah’s voice spilled from her lips in fear, saying things she already knew. “She’s heading east. No, she’s headed east! No, no, no!”

The projection congealed into a structure Nilah hadn’t seen for months: the Brio Estate. She cried out in anguish, but the recording carried on.

“Stop playback!” said Orna. “Just tell us the rest!”

“No.” Nilah’s voice broke as Orna wrapped her arms tightly around her. “I need to know what happens.”

Harriet laid her hand across the estate’s facade as the brilliance of her instant glyph enfolded everything. A huge swath of the gate disappeared, reappearing over the manor roof and smashing into it. Two armed guards emerged from the gardens beyond, drawing their slingers and shouting for Harriet to stop. With a flick of her fingers, she was on them, and they both teleported down into the gravel pathway with just their heads above the surface—faces going red with poisoning as the rocks intermingled with their internal organs. The shock killed them long before the suffering and asphyxiation could.

Harriet strode up to the house, her magic clearing a tunnel into the structure in exactly the same way she had at Kristof’s. She disposed of the dispersers and walked past the dining room where, only a few months prior, the crew of the Capricious had received Armin’s last will and testament.

“I’m not going to kill him, Nilah. Not yet,” whispered Harriet. “Instead, I’m going to jumble him up, bit by bit, until he experiences the most painful death one could imagine. I wonder how many microscopic pieces I can extract from his head before he isn’t your father anymore. Perhaps I should turn his gray matter into a sponge—what do you say?”

The witch quietly opened the master bedroom doors, and then she was standing over the unconscious bodies of Darnell and Theodora Brio, tucked away in their silken bedsheets.

The sound of her own weeping shocked Nilah. “No. Not my dad. Come on, Claire.”

The woman in the projection smirked. “Or, you kill yourself—someplace public, so everyone sees what happened. Make a speech about how wrong you were to stand against us. You decide.”

The playback froze. “That’s the end. It’s all over the Link. I thought you’d want to see it here before you saw it in a news package.”

“Back it up,” whimpered Nilah. “Please.”

Valentino twisted his palm, and the playback reversed, stopping on Darnell’s sleeping body. Nilah stood and tentatively stepped toward the image of her father. Stroking his cheek with her fingers, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so, so sorry.”

“Baron Gaultier,” said Orna, “these people aren’t playing games. They’ll crush anyone who gets in their way. You included. We need that cube.”

Valentino cut his eyes at Orna but said nothing.

“You’ve had your fun,” she continued, squeezing Nilah to her. “Now I am asking you nicely—will you just sell it to us and let us go?”

“Please, Tino,” Nilah added. “I’m begging you.”

The baron bit his knuckle, looking around at his guards. “Fine. One of you may accompany me into the vault. The rest will remain on the ship.”

“I’ll do it,” said Nilah, squeezing her eyes shut.

Boots turned to her, took her hand, and held it. “You need to go back. You can’t help me if something goes bad, anyway. Orna, take care of her, okay?”

“You know I will.” Orna led Nilah away through the maze of white halls and misery.







Chapter Four

Pickup
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Are you sure about this, Boots?” asked Malik over the comm. “Once you’re in Valentino’s vault, our comms probably won’t reach you.”

“That basically means no backup,” Cordell added.

“I’ll be in and out. I don’t think we need to worry about the baron.”

With Nilah and Orna away, Boots and Valentino made their way down the stairs, deeper into Rampant Gardens. After a few twists and turns, they descended into the maintenance wing where the physical plant resided. Boots’s comm gave a sad chirp to alert her to full signal loss. She hoped she was right about Valentino.

“When Nilah broke my femur, it was like the rest of me shattered.” Valentino turned down a dusty hallway lined with thermal exchange pipes. This area was decidedly less about the aesthetic, with actual signage posted on the doors.

“Sounds rough.”

“My father was also a racer in his youth. He yelled at me when I was lying in my hospital bed. Said I’d crashed out of nerves. When I got back in the kart, all I could hear was his screaming. Had the shakes so bad I couldn’t even drive steady down the pit straight.”

Boots tensed. “No offense, buddy, but we’re alone, and this sounds like the beginning of a ‘that’s why I have to get revenge’ speech.”

“It’s my father’s fault. If it hadn’t been Nilah, it would’ve been someone else. Racers are scum.”

“Yeah, she was pretty bad when I first met her. For what it’s worth, she’s ashamed of what she did to you.”

“Hmph. She’ll need to take that up with me, then.” Valentino stopped in the middle of the hall. “Miss Elsworth, the year after I dropped out of karting was the longest of my life. My father told me I was worthless, the bastard, but then I jumped on the Link and saw you—someone else who was worthless—and you were out there having adventures. You were just a refugee, but you made yourself matter.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t matter after the Chalice of Hana got jacked at the last second.”

“You still achieved. You found it. That was such a beautiful moment before… well, you know. That look in your eye when you first saw the Saint of Flowers… I thought, ‘I want that to be me. I want to find the most lost things.’” He inclined his head at the bare wall, and a secret panel slid open about a meter to the left. He traced his glyph across an ID pad in the recess and stepped back.

The stone surface broke into thousands of cubes, which eagerly shuffled away from a regraded steel vault door. It swung open to reveal a spacious gallery, stark white on the floors, walls, and ceilings. In the neutral light of the space, hundreds of Origin artifacts seemed to burst with color like overripe fruits.

Statues of long-extinct animals and several dozen dusty tomes hung suspended in anti-entropy fields. There were framed photographs—not printed replicas, but developments in silver nitrate from original negatives. Valentino had a score of mission patches from the first colonists ever to depart the lost planet, including one of the Clarkesfall Landers.

“My god. This is, uh—”

“I know,” Valentino interrupted, ushering her inside. “Miss Elsworth, I have acquired so many treasures. Do you have time to see them all?”

“You know,” she said, regarding the menagerie of artifacts, “we’ve got an ongoing, uh… thing… but I think I can make it back after.”

In the center of the gallery were two ancient automobiles, one red and one blue, their sleek chassis ready to rocket down the road.

“Got some incredible replicas,” said Boots.

“These are the only two Bergamaschi Toro Grandes known to exist.” The baron ran a finger over one as he passed. “Naturally aspirated, six-valve engines that run on petroleum.”

“Internal combustion… I didn’t know anyone had one.”

“C’et veris,” said Valentino. “I have driven both of them for fifteen minutes apiece. Had to pay two academics a small fortune to refine a gallon of crude oil. There’s nowhere to buy the fuel, you see, when the last refineries closed at the end of the Expansion Era.” He ran his finger along one of the streamlines. “Feel free to touch. They had to be repainted. Everything from the doomed planet arrived in pretty bad condition.”

“I’ve always wanted to study Origin, you know,” said Boots, “or the Five Colonies… or even the Quintet War.”

“If you ever wish to go treasure hunting together,” said Valentino, “consider me game.”

Boots stopped before a painting of a nude green woman, tall as a skyscraper, conjuring seeds with one hand and water with the other. Vines drooped from her hair, and she smiled upon a baked planetary surface with kind eyes.

“The Gardeners,” said Boots. “See, this is why no one takes legends from Origin seriously.”

“I believe in them,” Valentino replied.

Boots shook her head. “No way. The original colonies were terraformed with grit and tech, not giant sexy green ladies. Ten to one, an old man painted this.”

Valentino stared. “I commissioned that painting, based upon years of researching Originata.”

“Oh, uh, sorry.”

He quirked his lip. “Perhaps your skepticism is amusing. You found the Harrow, and yet you don’t believe in legends.”

Boots held up a hand. “Hold on, hold on. I believe in legends, just not something wholly unconfirmed.”

“The Gardeners appear in two different texts, written in two different eras. You can’t explain that.”

Boots didn’t want to seem ungrateful, so she kept her mouth shut. If she had opened it, it would’ve been to say that she, too, knew of those texts, and they were three hundred years apart—so that only proved one author read the other.

“What’s your Origin theory?” asked Valentino.

“Gravity drag,” Boots said, quoting the theory all kids learned in school: a supermassive object had shot through the system, narrowly missing Origin but pulling it out of orbit—and killing everyone and everything on it.

“A whole planet?” asked Valentino. “Destroyed without anyone caring?”

“Sure,” said Boots. “Happened to mine.”

“It would’ve been tracked at the time. The colonies would’ve sent envoys to see what happened.”

“So you think…”

Valentino sniffed and adjusted his hair. “I think someone is stopping us.”

“Aw, not the Conservators,” Boots groaned, but of course Valentino was a conspiracy nut. She should’ve seen it coming.

“So you don’t believe in this, or the Gardeners?”

“Yes, there is an organization called the Conservators,” said Boots, “but they’re a bunch of yahoos on a government watch list. They technically exist, but they’re not the same people from the legends.”

“And yet their name appears throughout history during times of strife.”

“Yes,” said Boots with a twinge of annoyance. “And those people were probably lying, adopting the name of the boogeyman to scare the rivals of their days. If the Conservators were as thoroughly secret as the stories go, why would you have heard of them?”

“We are a very smart species, full of magical diversity,” said Valentino, affecting the noble air of a documentary narrator. “Someone should’ve come up with a method to find Origin, or have been born with a spell that would solve the problem.”

“You’re just proving my point; if it was destroyed, spells wouldn’t find it, either.”

“Or, the Conservators are using the advanced technologies of Origin to shield it.”

Boots had to hand it to him—he went in for all the fun conspiracies. “I understand the temptation to believe, I do… but there’s no evidence. Space is big, and we haven’t explored most of it. There doesn’t have to be a grand conspiracy to stop us from finding Origin.”

Valentino squinted at her. “How do you find your treasures with your heart so rooted in bland reality?”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I found the Chalice of Hana with fuel receipts, and someone basically forced the Harrow on us,” she replied with a shrug. “Most rumors are just that: rumors. Did you find all of this stuff yourself?”

“I bought most of it.”

“Well,” said Boots, stopping to look over the bronze statue of a nude cherub pouring out a water pitcher, “I’d imagine most of the price you paid was for research, which meant years of sifting through boring bureaucratic records until your seller got a hit. Treasure hunting is ninety-nine percent failure and one percent dumb luck.”

Valentino tapped his lip with a finger. “I don’t know whether to be disappointed or impressed.”

“I get that way too often.”

They came to a wall of data cube storage, the glassy crystals arranged in neat rows beneath the soft blue light, and the baron keyed in a code, sliding the glass aside. One of the rows ejected, and the requested crystal pulsed gently. Given the other artifacts surrounding them, Boots imagined each crystal probably contained a treasure trove of rare information.

Valentino pulled the cube free of its enclosure and held it out for Boots. “Voilà.”

Boots took the crystal and held it up. “Thanks. This means a lot that you’re willing to—”

“You may copy it for eight million argents.”

Her mouth went dry, and Boots resisted the urge to put the crystal back down immediately.

“Uh, copy?”

“Oui.”

“I thought… you know… that given Nilah’s father’s situation, you were having a bit of mercy on us.”

The baron laughed politely, resting his fingertips across his collarbone. “I am still a businessman, and I still have you surcasque… um… how is it said? ‘Over a barrel’?”

“What happened to being my awestruck fan?”

“Be assured, I like you!” said Valentino. “But nothing is free in this life. I was promised five million from the escrow service, and my summer home on Prothero needs renovation. You salvaged the Harrow, so you have the money. ‘Pay up,’ as they say.”

Boots huffed. “If I give you eight mil, I want the original. Baron, you do understand that the other people bidding want to destroy the universe?”

“Then, I must turn the question on you, ma soeur. Is it not worth some of your fortune to make sure that doesn’t happen? Why should I lose money so you can save it?”

“Because we deserve—” Boots felt her cheeks redden. “Because we’re fighting on your behalf.”

Valentino shook his head. “So do soldiers, but I don’t give them millions of my own money. Understand that there are some prices that must preempt common decency. I am a great admirer of yours, Boots Elsworth. Thus, the two-million argent discount. Is that not more than fair?”

“I’ll have to discuss it with the crew, and it’s going to take time to put together a cash package like that. Most of our assets aren’t liquid,” said Boots, but she was already looking at the vault defenses, mentally cataloging how they were going to crack it wide open. It’d been a good time, rubbing elbows with a noble, but she was done getting pushed around by some clown with a couple of rent-a-cops.

The baron searched her face, and she reined in her thoughts. It wouldn’t do to look like she was casing the joint.

“I’d like to show you the pride and joy of my collection,” said Valentino, smiling like a cat.

“Better than the cars over there?”

Valentino swept his hand, waving off her statement. “I confess I had to commission replica parts to make them run, so they’re not fully original. It ruins the mystique.” He gestured for Boots to follow him. “No, I have something so rare I doubt you’ve ever seen one in person.”

They traveled through the gallery to a large armory, its walls covered over in pitted blades and pristine replicas. Valentino pulled out a brushed metal case, its surface inlaid with slices of cherry wood and walnut to form a double-eagle crest.

“You know the logo?” asked Valentino.

Embarrassingly, she did not, and she wasn’t keen to come up short in front of her knowledgeable host. “It’s not the Gaultier crest, is it?” she guessed.

The baron laughed softly. “No, Boots. This is the Halmann Automatic Firearms Corporation’s brand mark.”

He opened the case, revealing a stunning silver automatic rifle resting atop a bed of crushed black velvet. “Here, we have the ultimate specimen of Origin engineering—not their raw magical power, but their mechanical prowess. This weapon holds a hundred rounds of lead and propellant.” Valentino picked up a large drum magazine and clipped it into the frame, then threw back the bolt. “It’s the same design we stole for slingers, but they didn’t need spells. They just put these little metal balls through your body at hundreds of meters per second. Can’t be reflected or dispersed.”

Boots nodded, noting to herself that the weapon was now completely unsafe and in the hands of a civilian—no matter how well-trained. He ran a hand down the slender shaft, admiring the lines milled into its surface, smiling at his own distorted reflection. “I love its lack of fancies—all business. No knock rounds or discuses or flames or whatever. Just sleek and simple murderous intent. Simplicity. Guess how much I paid for this rifle.”

Boots began to consider that she was alone, in a soundproof room, roused from their meeting without a heart tracker, and crewmates who were occupied with a mourning Nilah. The baron’s frame seemed much larger than it had in his living room—his blustery, almost effeminate manners, Boots realized in dawning horror, were animated by surprisingly lithe muscles.

“Guess, Boots.” He flipped his silver hair and its crackling sparkles felt… spicy on Boots’s eyeballs. Was it some kind of defensive spell, or were Boots’s eyes playing tricks on her? She hadn’t seen a glyph. Arcane trap? “This machine gun was so expensive. Each bullet was ten thousand argents. Do you think they still work?”

Nilah had once considered him a rival. She’d taken a hit to her reputation as a driver to deal with the threat. He would be faster and smarter than any security goon. Boots hadn’t absorbed a lot about the sport from Nilah, but her reflexes had Boots convinced that all racers were freaks. She blinked a tear out of her eye, praying she’d simply gotten some dust in it.

“Hunting Originata is such an expensive hobby.” The flashes grew brighter as he leveled the gun at Boots’s heart. Doudou hopped down onto the grip and hissed at Boots with poison-slathered fangs, daring her to reach for the rifle. “But do you know how much they’ll give me for your heads? Yours alone is worth more than the eight million sale price of the cube.”

Boots raised her hands, fingers itching for the trigger of her confiscated slinger. Her eyes raked the scene for anything that might save her. “I had really hoped you were cooler than this.”

The blades nearest her head simply hung upon velvet hooks. Boots could grab one if she wanted and—what? Throw it? Take the sword from the wall, turn, aim, and hurl it with one—speaking honestly—out-of-shape arm, into the baron’s… head? If she pinged him in the gut, he’d still be able to mow her down with that artifact. She’d never thrown a sword before, but Nilah had always told her she was stronger than she looked.

She was a fighter pilot. She had reflexes and stuff, too.

“Are you really planning to throw a sword at me?”

Boots blinked. “I wasn’t going to throw a sword.”

“You are definitely looking between the sword and my head.”

“Okay, so maybe I was!”

She lunged for the blade, her fingers coming to grasp it just above the pommel. The edge, Boots was sad to discover, was not for show, slicing her fingers. She yelped, dropping the sword and knocking several others to the ground.

The baron’s aim did not waver, nor did he execute her on the spot. She looked over the vault walls in despair. He wouldn’t even have to repair his house if he mowed her down in there. If she was going to die, she wanted it to at least be inconvenient.

“You insulted me in the land of my ancestors. I can and should kill you where you stand. My father would’ve had you flayed.”

The crackles seared her retinas, and Boots couldn’t keep looking at him. She held up a hand to block out the stinging lights. “Let’s… just calm down. I didn’t—”

“Didn’t what, Boots?” Tears blotted out the details of his face, leaving only a wicked grin and a wreath of silver fire around his head.

“Baron, I’d suggest you put the gun down,” came Aisha’s voice as she rounded the corner.

She held the smoky remains of the marksman’s mark in one hand and a slinger in the other. Upon Doudou seeing her, its coat went jet black and its eyes contracted to yellow slits. Its mouth dripped with venom as it scampered up onto the baron’s shoulder to screech at the newcomer.

“How did you get a slinger down here?” Valentino’s face flushed with anger, and he turned to face her, finger coming to rest on the trigger of his automatic rifle. “Now this… this is real heresy. You’ll never get off this planet alive, you—”

Aisha’s aim went high, and she shot Doudou off him with a flash and a puff of fur. The beast yelped once before bouncing into a darkened corner, the victim of a paralysis bolt. Valentino shrieked in horror, giving Aisha time to trace another glyph and shoot him in the hand. His grip on the gun went slack, and it clattered to the floor. She traced again, stepping closer.

“Guards!” cried Valentino, backing toward Boots and holding his deadened arm. “Someone help!”

“They’re all out cold,” said Aisha, taking a measured step into the room. “You need to be more careful inviting people into your home, Your Grace. It’s hard to hack those portals from the outside, but Miss Sokol was good enough to hold the door for me.”

Boots shoved past Valentino with the cube in hand, putting Aisha between her and the baron. “Not that I’m ungrateful, but what’s happening?”

“Executive order from the captain,” she answered, gaze never wavering. “This is taking too long, so we’re stealing the cube. No caper. Just gas the guards and get it done. He wants us off Carré in ten minutes. Sleepy is upstairs waiting. Nilah wasn’t in fighting shape, but she can keep the ship hot.”

“You think you can just rob a noble of—” Valentino snarled, and Aisha took the opportunity to snatch a knife off a nearby display pedestal and hurl it, smashing the pommel across the baron’s perfect nose. He staggered backward, hands shaking and nostrils streaming blood all over his lovely pajamas.

She grabbed him by his silver hair and wrenched his head backward, seizing another blade from the wall and placing it to his neck. “I shot the prime minister of Taitu in the throat. I’m an ace killer with a cargo hauler. I have wasted so many people in service of our mission, and if you think I’ll even remember your terrified, fading eyes in a day, you’re sorely mistaken. I always sleep like a baby—thanks to my husband. Do you know what I’m going to be doing in the morning?”

“N-no.” Tears rolled down his eyes.

“Eating an omelet, with bell peppers and mushrooms, and this wonderful aged cheese that I bought on shore leave.” She listed each ingredient to the frightened noble, and Boots genuinely believed she was thinking about those eggs from the look on her face. “Do you know what I won’t be doing?”

He shook his head.

“Thinking about your dead ass,” she said.

“I was only joking,” the baron pleaded.

Aisha shook her head at Boots. “They’re only ‘joking’ when they get caught. I’m going to open him up.”

“No! No, no, no, no,” came Valentino’s protests. “I’m sorry. I really was joking. I have nothing but the greatest admiration for you all.”

“Then you’ll remain here, my lord,” said Aisha, but her inflection dismissed his rank out of hand. “And if I see you following us, you’re a corpse. Your bank account won’t save you from me.”

“I’m sorry,” Valentino said, nose running. “I won’t follow. I swear.”

“And if you ever truck with Henrick Witts or the Children of the Singularity again, you won’t see me coming.” She pulled back the blade long enough to slap him with the flat. “It might take me some time to get back around to you, but you’ll be going for a nice little stroll, and you’ll recognize me in the crowd, and I’ll put a spell bolt through your head.”

“I didn’t know it was the Children,” he said. “It was an escrow…”

“No one believes you,” said Aisha. “Ready to go, Boots?”

Boots knelt beside Valentino, his bluster broken, and pointed to the rest of the gallery. “I just want to point out that I could’ve stolen anything else I wanted from here, and I didn’t. So… maybe I’m not that bad.”

His terrified visage never softened.

She patted him on the shoulder as she rose. “Okay, don’t talk, then. I hope your day goes better.”

On the way out of the gallery, Boots said, “You doing fieldwork now?”

“I had to get off the damned ship sometimes.”

They slipped into the Flow, reasonably certain that they wouldn’t be going back to Carré anytime soon.

Nilah ratcheted down Teacup’s cover, securing her bot for the voyage. Unlike Charger, it wasn’t smart enough to follow her every second of the day and had a tendency to make a mess after a few hours. Her bot plugged in, she made her way toward her room.

Orna’s and Malik’s hushed voices wafted down the hallway in the corridor by Nilah’s quarters. She couldn’t make out much, but she clearly heard her fiancée say, “She’ll obviously need some help, Doc. The thing with her dad—”

A heavy step from Nilah, and both parties turned to face her: Orna impassive and unreadable, Malik wearing an obnoxiously kind expression. Nilah hated that look; it reminded her of the face Harriet Fulsom used to make whenever Nilah crashed out of a race. It said, Bad luck, sweetheart. I hate that for you.

“I’m fine, you know, sir,” she said.

“Clearly not,” Malik replied, “and that’s okay.”

“Doc and I were thinking—” Orna began.

“—I’d rather not be put to sleep tonight,” said Nilah. “If that’s what you were about to suggest.”

“You don’t have to endure the nightmares,” said Malik. “I can suppress all of that.”

“I don’t want any help with my demons.” Nilah brushed past them. She hadn’t meant to sound cold, but she was so rushed. There were things to do; she had duties on the ship to attend. “Just want to get to work.”

“I was thinking I could take those on, babe,” said Orna, stepping forward and taking her hand.

Nilah stared at the meeting of their fingers, surprised at the sudden blurriness brought on by a tear. She wouldn’t look her fiancée in the eyes, for fear of bursting into sobs. “Please, I don’t want a break. I don’t want to be nightmare-free. Right now, they’re… Dad is probably…”

The thought of someone striking her father hit her as hard as any punch she’d ever taken, and she winced.

“I don’t want to sleep, okay?” she said, pushing down the panic, frustration, and grief. If she was too emphatic, the doc might knock her out right there for her own good. “Can’t we get to finding my dad already? I don’t even know…” She swallowed and looked up to Malik. “I’m not sure where to start. You always have good answers. Where do I start?”

“The captain has been coordinating with Special Agent Weathers,” said Malik. “Until we have a response from Compass, we’re simply spinning our wheels. I wasn’t being facetious when I said the best thing you can do right now is sleep. You’ve taken a shock, and the sooner you admit that, the better.”

But Nilah didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts. Her father certainly wasn’t comfortable in some bunk. She looked pleadingly at Orna.

“Doctor Jan, it wouldn’t be fair to ask Miss Brio to step away from her duties.” Orna pulled her in close. “I’ll watch her. I’m sure you and Cap have a lot to plan.”

Malik nodded at Nilah. “If you need something, even if it’s just to talk, come see me. Pay attention to your work, and Miss Sokol is to relieve you if she sees you doing something unsafe.”

“I’m not going to bollocks things up, sir. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Miss Brio, I’m not worried about you screwing up and breaking something.” His kind smile sent another little crack across her heart. “Your safety is my only concern here. Take care of her, Miss Sokol.”

“That’s the plan,” said Orna, and Malik departed. “Let’s get to work, babe. Grav drive broadcaster alignment. Get to it.”

Nilah looked at her sidelong. That was some serious maintenance, and it wasn’t due for another two weeks. Over time, the metal fins on the drive would get wavy and misaligned, and they’d have to get in there and straighten them by hand. Orna called it the “knuckle grater” on account of the number of cuts it’d bestowed upon her. The task would take two hours and at least as many kilos of water weight in the sweaty chamber.

“I was going to inspect the life support junction boxes by the bridge,” said Nilah.

“Those are easy, and we can do them whenever. We’re in the Flow, the one place you never do any heavy maneuvers,” said Orna. “Perfect time for an alignment.”

Nilah gave in. And when she emerged, dripping with sweat, gloves frayed and bloodied in places, Orna assigned her to scour the spare main drive nozzles. Then they checked the reactor couplings on the Compass-issued jump drive, a procedure that required hours of heavy torque, interspersed with precision threading of contacts—enough to jangle her nerves.

Orna brought her the roughest possible jobs, making sure Nilah didn’t have one spare minute to think, one spare muscle to twitch, and exhaustion had long fought off her anxiety.

Orna stumbled to their workbench and flopped into one of the chairs. “Now, we’re going to swap out the superheating elements on—”

“Save it, love.” Nilah sat down beside her and rested her head on Orna’s sweaty shoulder. “Just hold me.”

Orna’s muscular arm encircled her.

She sighed. “Still can’t stop thinking about him. I’m going mad, love.”

“You’ll be in good company. We’re all a little crazy.”

“I knew they might kill me when I stood up to them… but Dad—”

When Nilah opened her mouth to speak again, Orna shook her head. She took her hand and led her back to their quarters. Turning the lights low, Orna pulled her to the bed and gently removed her clothes like she was a baby. Then she pushed Nilah back against her cool pillow and pulled the sheets up to her chest. Orna sat next to her, stroking the hair from her eyes and caressing the scars across her cheek.

“What happened to your father?” asked Nilah, shutting her eyes and trying to concentrate on her fiancée’s fingertips alone. “You never told me.”

“I’ve never told anyone. Tonight isn’t a good—”

“Please.”

It was manipulative of Nilah to ask about the quartermaster’s past in her current state, and she knew that. At the same time, she desperately wanted some answers to long-burning questions. Perhaps it would help her stop thinking about what they might be doing to Darnell Brio.

Orna took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and for a few long seconds, Nilah wondered if she’d get her answer.

“I’m from a little town called Handler, at the southern tip of the Arcan subcontinent. It was on the coast, and there was a military base there—I can’t remember which branch, but my dad was a contractor. I was a little brat, always skipping school and running off with my stupid friends, dragging my little brother along. When the famine hit, though, they started rationing food, and the school lunch was usually the only meal around. We stopped skipping after that.

“We were all in the cafeteria when the air raid sirens started blaring. The Kandamili Navy had parked off the coast, and they were shelling the town. I guess they thought they’d take out everything, just to be sure they got the base. At first, the thumps were far off. Parents started showing up and grabbing their kids, even though they weren’t supposed to.

“Then it was just me… and my little brother, and my teacher. My mom was this, like, crazy control freak, and after a couple of hours we knew she was dead, because… if she was breathing, she would’ve come and gotten us, too.”

Orna sniffed, and Nilah creaked an eye open to find her sitting on the edge of the bed with her elbows propped on her knees.

“Dad wasn’t like that,” said Orna. “He was one of those rah-rah patriot types who’d have run to the base to help his military buddies. But he didn’t this time. I still remember the look on his face when he came through the cafeteria door—his cheeks were so puffy and red, and he told me Mom had been hit in the first barrage. I remember this feeling like… like I’d been punched in the chest. Then a round hit the school.”

Nilah reached out and pulled Orna’s hand to her, holding it against her heart.

“That’s where I got most of this,” said Orna, gesturing to her face before wiping her nose on the back of her sleeve. “That first wave of shrapnel from the crumbling walls and beams sliced into every part of me. It cut through my clothes. I was just happy to have my eyes shut, because I’d have a set of implanted optics today if I hadn’t.

“Or I would’ve died in the wasteland. Without eyes, that was a lot more likely, and it probably would’ve been better. Joshua, my brother, died instantly. I didn’t see what happened to him; he was standing by the windows when it struck.

“There was a cave-in, and that was the first time I saw a dead body. We had these emergency lights, my teacher’s hand was sticking out from under this beam, and he was just… gone. My dad was on top of me, crushing the life out of me, and he kept whimpering.

“When I got out from under him, we were trapped in this minuscule space with a handful of uneaten food. And you know, if that first blast had killed him, I would’ve been happy. He couldn’t move his legs, and he wouldn’t stop bleeding. I’ve done some low things, but I think it was the most merciless thing I ever did, helping him tie those tourniquets.”

Nilah gave her a squeeze but said nothing. Armin had once told her to “just listen” to Orna, so she did.

“He wouldn’t take any of the food or water. I couldn’t go get him anything in that tiny pocket, and every time I screamed for help, it was like an ice pick in my brain. The rubble was hot, and it reeked of my piss, and the only fresh air was a little hole on one side. I slept next to him until I couldn’t stand his feverish heat.

“That was the first week. At least, I think it was. Maybe it was only a few hours. I started to hallucinate. He kept asking me for help, and I couldn’t do anything for him. He told me he hated me and my greedy little mouth. So… that’s how Dad died, dehydrated and delirious and certain I’d follow. Every so often, the rubble would shift, and I’d start crying again, because I knew that was it for me. But the end never came.”

Orna looked at Nilah with haunted eyes. “Instead light spilled inside, along with the coldest, freshest air I’d ever breathed. When I could finally see again, I found a rescue bot standing over me, holding a slab of concrete the size of a car. It was covered in these aid packs, and when it pulled me out, it gave one of them to me—enough supplies to live for a month if I was careful.

“It gave me a blanket, then turned around and started walking away. I chased after it, but I was so exhausted that I fainted. When I woke up, it had come back for me. I put everything I had into my glyph and slapped my hand onto it. The bot’s security singed off the skin on my palm.”

Orna took her hand away and held it up so Nilah could see the smooth scar tissue. There were so many old wounds, and every one had a different story.

“But I got him,” said Orna with a bitter smile. “That’s how I got my beautiful Ranger.”

The slow huff of the ship’s air cyclers seemed to grow to a deafening volume in the silence that followed.

“You’ve done some big things,” said Nilah. “Gotten pretty lucky a few times.”

“Yeah.”

“So we’re going to rescue my father.”

Orna regarded her in the dim bedroom light. “I’m going to keep you safe. Hopefully, we can… I don’t know…”

Nilah yawned, and Orna stood to go.

“I still have actual jobs to do,” said the quartermaster with a weak smile. “Not just the tough stuff.”

Nilah’s heart leapt, and she snatched Orna’s hand back.

“Please stay,” she said. “I need to feel something other than this.”

For a brief time, they both got lost in each other, light-years away from Henrick Witts and the monsters lurking in the darkness.







Chapter Five

Wavelength
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Hey, Nilah! It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

Sharp’s smiling face filled the projection, and only then did Nilah realize how much she’d been worried about him in the time since they’d parted. She’d met the deep-cover Taitutian agent on Hammerhead, in the Children of the Singularity’s combat recruitment school, the Pinnacle. Because of him, they’d been able to identify numerous undercover cultists throughout the galaxy and clean house. The last time she’d seen him, he’d vowed to murder the Special Branch agents who’d sold him out.

“Sharp,” she croaked. “Good to see you’re still with us. Were you able to find some closure with the Special Branch?”

Nilah had slept like the dead for the past two watches before Cordell finally roused her to come to the bridge for a “special message.” She’d found the crew already assembled, standing around Sharp’s translucent torso.

His smirk was a lot more charming when they weren’t prisoners inside a cult compound. “Let’s just put it this way: if you read about a diplomat and her two attachés dying in a tragic flier accident… it wasn’t an accident, and it wasn’t tragic. I’ve got some news for you.”

That cleared the fog out of Nilah’s head. “What?”

“First off, we were able to locate and secure your mother and stepmother.” He shook his head. “I’ve got them both stashed in a safe house with two of my most trusted guys. It’s not the best idea, but I can arrange a call if you’d like.”

Nilah hadn’t known her stepmother, Theodora, for very long, and they weren’t close. Bitter divorce proceedings and a strained childhood had robbed her of her love of Maxine, her biological mother. It’d been a maelstrom of sex, lies, and money, sold to news outlets and smeared all over her family as a teen, causing a rift that had never healed.

“I expect they’re getting along terribly,” she said.

“It’s as bad as you’d imagine. Maybe your dad can sort it out when we get him back.” Sharp paused, growing serious. “I’ve got news. It’s not like we have eyes on him, but—”

“But you know where he is,” Nilah finished, a little too urgently.

To her great relief, Sharp nodded. “We’ve tracked them to a compound on Hakrost.”

“It’s a backwater world,” said Malik, pulling up the information from the Link with a gesture. The red planet hovered beside Sharp’s disembodied head. “No local government. Blixish jurisdiction, but it’s mostly frontier.”

“It’s a snake den,” said Sharp. “You can’t trust anybody here, and all the townships are so small that they’re suspicious of newcomers. Hell, I’d barely call this a colony.”

“‘Here’?” Nilah repeated. “You’re already on Hakrost?”

He nodded. “My partner and I dropped in last night. We’re getting things set up for the recon team.”

Nilah looked to Cordell. “So we’re going to join Sharp, yeah?”

The uncomfortable glance shared by everyone else answered that question.

Cordell cleared his throat and rocked on his heels. “Miss Brio, we’re requested at the Fifth Fleet’s Task Force Sixty for immediate debrief. If we attacked with that cube in our possession—”

“You’d be doing exactly what Harriet Fulsom wanted,” Sharp finished. “We have to assume this is a trap.”

Nilah balled her fists, yet retained her composure. “Well, what else are we supposed to do? Let my father die?”

“Of course not,” said Malik. “But I think you need to listen to what Mister Sharp is proposing.”

Glancing up at the projection, Nilah nodded. The night she’d seen Harriet’s video, she would’ve fought them without bothering to hear Sharp’s ideas—but all the fight had been used up. She was too numb to spike the conversation.

“The whole galaxy owes you a debt,” said Sharp, “and I’ve got the biggest bunch of badasses under my command. I’m talking about a deadly strike insertion team like you’ve never seen. Local law enforcement is basically nonexistent, so extradition will be that much easier.”

Nilah crossed her arms. “Harriet Fulsom can teleport the heart out of your chest. I’m not sure badasses will do the trick.”

“If she gets her skull cored from ten klicks out, I don’t think her powers matter much,” said Sharp. “We’ll sweep in with a jump-capable carrier, blast everyone between us and your dad, and jump out from inside their compound. The resulting atmospheric shock wave will obliterate the entire installation.”

Cordell nodded. “Which leaves us free to link up with Compass and the Fifth Fleet, handing over the data cube.”

“And I’ll drop your dad right into your lap,” said Sharp.

“What’s so bloody important about this cube that the Fifth Fleet can’t wait?” asked Nilah.

“Boots is working on that,” said Malik, “but you know it’s important enough for one of the gods to send her own daughter. Every minute this thing isn’t in the hands of the proper authorities might be a life lost. Let’s allow Mister Sharp to do his job, eh?”

In reviewing the faces of her crewmates, she found a lot of people hopeful that she’d accept the plan. Orna, Cordell, and Malik were obviously on board. Boots kept her expression flat, and Jeannie and Alister rarely seemed happy about anything. The only one who appeared unconvinced was Aisha, but Nilah couldn’t imagine her jumping in to help debate against her husband.

“So you lot want to know what I think of this idea?” asked Nilah, frowning.

Cordell nodded. “Miss Brio, I have never asked any member of my crew to validate my plans once I’ve decided on them. However, this is your father we’re talking about here. If I tell you how to call this, and I’m wrong, I’ll lose one of the most talented crew members I’ve ever had.”

Sharp nodded. “As members of Compass, the Special Branch can’t force you to take either action, but… if you decide to come to Hakrost yourself, I want you to find a dead drop for that cube. You can’t let Harriet take it off your corpses if things go badly.”

“And I won’t allow any member of the crew to review the contents,” added Cordell. “We’d drop Malik on Harvest, where he could get it to the Fifth Fleet without us. It’d be too dangerous for one of you to know its secrets.”

“What?” asked Nilah. “Why?”

Alister stepped up. “Because if I can pull the thoughts out of your head, so can they. Knowing what’s on the cube could be as bad as handing it to them, in the event that you’re captured.”

“So what?” Nilah struggled to keep the edge from her voice. “The cube might be nothing, and I’m hanging Dad out to dry if I don’t bloody help.”

“We know they offered millions for that cube, and the Children never waste time,” said Sharp. “Isn’t that enough?”

Nilah shook her head. “We busted you out of the Pinnacle, mate. Why trust you with my dad’s life?”

He grimaced. “That was when there was one of me, trapped behind enemy lines with no resources at my disposal. This is twelve of me with the best tech and magic available.”

Nilah opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again, slumping into a nearby chair. If she chose to personally rescue her father, she’d lose their best current lead and endanger the lives of her crewmates. The members of the Capricious were a strange lot, thrown together by fate, not trained to carry out covert ops against gods. Resting an elbow on the nearby console, she rubbed her aching eyes.

But then she thought of pulling her father, grime-faced and shaking, out of whatever godforsaken cell they’d stuffed him in. What look would appear on his face when he saw his avenging angel?

“You’ve been pulling overtime killing these gods,” said Sharp. “Let us handle this one. The system may have disappointed you, but it’s not completely broken.”

Nilah’s expectant comrades couldn’t have made their feelings any more transparent. They’d worked hard to capture Grimsby. If Nilah asked them to rescue her father, she’d be telling them to walk into a trap—with no obvious profit for the rest of the galaxy.

But that unvoiced thought stuck in her throat like a bone; weighing her father’s life at all felt so wrong. How much was he worth? What would be a fair trade for the man who gave her everything?

“Maybe we should let you think about it for a while.” The captain motioned for Orna to escort her away.

“No,” said Nilah. “The longer I think the worse it gets. I know what’s right.” She looked into Sharp’s eyes, her lips set in firm resolve. “You go get my father. Bring him home.”

“Copy that,” said Sharp. “Hope you don’t mind if we execute Harriet Fulsom while we’re at it.”

“Best you do,” Nilah replied. “You owe me for the Pinnacle.”

Boots held the chipped old data cube aloft, inspecting its edges with the attention of a lapidary. She knew big things could come from small places—like the Harrow from a single image of the ship mid-jump—but it boggled her mind to think of what this finger-smudged crystal might represent.

“Does it look intact?” Malik squinted at the facets, as though he could read a crystal with his eyes.

“Only one way to find out, sir,” said Boots. “Any bets on what it is, Cap?”

“Something good,” Cordell said.

Harriet Fulsom had sent her daughter to retrieve the cube. And just in case Boots wondered whether Harriet loved her daughter (killers might not have well-adjusted families, after all), the witch had retaliated with murder and kidnapping. So Boots could assume two things: the Mostafa cube was valuable, and they didn’t want her to watch it.

“Let’s see what this is all about, shall we?” asked the captain, holding out his palm for the cube.

She handed it over, and Cordell slotted the cube into the mess hall data port, which buzzed a complaint about the odd shape. The artifact came from a system far older than the Capricious, and Boots silently prayed they’d be able to parse through its file structure.

“This is interesting,” said Kin.

The three of them waited, staring at the empty projection space above the long tables.

“You, uh, want to tell us what’s interesting, Kin?” asked Boots when he didn’t answer after a few seconds.

“Apologies, Lizzie. This file structure comes from an Acquinar 202 imaging system, most commonly associated with a Pelphrey Tactical Corporation Wayfarer spacesuit wide-field imagers. Full FOV, omni-networked via SuitInterlink.”

“Wow, Kin. That was totally as interesting as you led me to believe,” she said.

“There are several videos stored within, recorded on the four-up sensor network: chest, hands, helmet. All light field sensors, capable of back-rendering bounce to twenty meters,” said Kin. “Far weaker than modern imagers. The codec used to write them is over one hundred and fifty years old. The encoding process was the first to utilize analog figuration for quantum—”

“Skip it,” interrupted Boots. “Can we date the files?”

“Not precisely, no. The suit itself would have to be at least eighty years old, since Pelphrey Tactical’s manufacturing facility was destroyed during the Taitutian bombing campaign on—”

“Skip.”

“Would you like me to play the videos?” asked Kin.

“I feel like you should’ve started with that, Kin,” said Boots. “Play them in chronological order, please.”

Projections spun out of the air, a flurry of sparks coalescing into three words.

<IM_29384629 HEADER UNREADABLE>

Boots was about to complain when a flicker of static brought a massive orange square into being before them. They all blinked until the square moved away, and Boots realized it was the back of someone’s spacesuit. Whoever had the imager was just standing too close.

They were in a cave, or maybe a clearing. The static wouldn’t stabilize.

The figure in the orange spacesuit took a few lumbering steps before planting a shiny black box on the ground and tapping a few buttons. The box hissed, and glowing vents opened on either side of it.

“—sitive atmosphere… ss than one g, but not much,” came a voice, thin over a radio transmitter—male and gritty. “Negative microbial activity. No sign of life this deep.”

“So we can take off our helmets?” Then laughter. This voice was louder, clearer—it must’ve been recorded by the suit’s imager network. It sounded like a woman, probably younger than Boots.

“Better not,” said the man with the black box, a chortle in his own voice. “Don’t want to end up like the crew of the Titan.”

The imager shook as someone slapped the wearer on the shoulder. She turned to see another orange-suited man sidling past. The patch on his shoulder read, KLOSE.

“Be fair,” said Klose, a man in his mid-thirties, his suit running lights illuminating scruffy cheeks and stern eyes. “They didn’t check for life first. Mostafa, I don’t care if you want to take off your helmet.”

The woman behind the imager was the cube’s namesake.

“It’ll be your funeral,” said the man with the box, lugging it closer. “No microbes, but maybe something bigger down here. You don’t want to be food, do you?”

Mostafa remained fixated on the man with the atmospheric testing equipment, and when he came close enough to see past the reflective surface of his visor, Boots found a kind, weathered face—a plump nose despite high, hollow cheekbones, a bushy brow that wagged when he smiled, and twinkling eyes. A cropped white goatee graced his chin.

It was only when he set his atmospheric scanner on the ground that Boots got a clear view of his patch: WITTS.

“Kin, pause!” shouted Boots, and she marched straight through the projection to peer at the patch. How could a scant array of threads bring her such a visceral hatred? She pointed to it for the officers’ benefit, but they were already gathering in close, eyes wide.

When she’d seen Witts on the bridge of the Harrow, he’d been in full regalia, his face obscured with a ceremonial mask. His military picture was a harsh affair, though he had fewer wrinkles. This was her first chance to see him as a human being, his facade of doom suspiciously absent. Somehow, he was younger in his military file picture—taken twenty-five years ago—than he was in this recording, which was much, much older. Comparing the two images was like comparing a yellow sun to a black hole—one beaming and warm, the other dark enough to throttle light itself.

Boots walked around the Witts figure, frozen in time, and she had a passing fantasy of placing her slinger to his temple and blasting his brains out.

“Here.” Malik pointed to a patch on Witts’s respirator. “He’s the ship’s doctor. Not sure what these other symbols are.” He pointed to an embroidered coin, its face half obscured by shadow.

“Kin,” said Boots, “I want this full size. Omni-view, twenty meters. The whole scene.”

“Yes, Lizzie. Please use caution when traversing the mess hall, as the tables and walls will be obscured.”

The projection swelled to human proportions, Witts growing and repositioning to be right in front of her.

“This has got to be Henrick Witts’s dad,” said Cordell. “This recording is eighty-plus years old, and he doesn’t exactly look spry…”

“Facial geometry matches the file image from the Taitutian Admiralty,” said Kin. “This is most likely the same Henrick Witts of the Harrow. There are other possibilities—it could be someone who has been sculpted to look like him.”

“How does he look so much younger in an image taken… what, like fifty years after this one?” asked Cordell. “And that’s at a minimum.”

“He’s a usurer,” said Boots. “He can give life and take it away.”

“That’s not quite how that works,” said Malik. “Even usurers can’t rejuvenate aging damage that bad. They can only prolong their lives if they never allow themselves to age in the first place.”

Boots leaned in closer to inspect the wrinkles and rifts through his helmet. “Maybe he’s wearing makeup.” Then she looked back at her comrades. “Or maybe this is the guy who figured out how to drain the life force from an entire planet, so he has other tricks.”

“So you think this journal is…” Cordell left the sentence unfinished, his golden eyes cold in the blue light of the projection.

“The path he used to gain power? Only one way to find out,” she said. “Kin, play.”







Chapter Six
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Mostafa laughed as she placed her helmet on the ground, drinking deeply of the air. Her seven colleagues all turned to look, but she merely sucked in a breath and laughed again. The world rippled as her suit’s imagers re-meshed to compensate.

“If you want to keep your helmets on, be my guest, but I’m tired of sweating my ass off.”

She twisted the imager on her helmet and pressed a few buttons, creating a 360-degree view. Caverns stretched above and away from her as far as the eye could see, illuminated by dancing motes of magic from a lumon.

“Vogelstrand, we know you’re in there!” she yelled, the echo returning from every direction.

“God, do you have to be so chipper?” asked Klose. “Maybe we could appreciate the majesty with some quiet reflection.”

“Or,” said Qualls, clicking off her helmet with a sucking hiss, “we could celebrate.” She unslung her pack and dug around inside, removing a transit case the size of a house cat. She popped it open to reveal a bottle of Hvide Hollows, marked with the date 2765. Qualls smiled. “Old, vintage, Protheran. What’s not to love?”

Song removed his helmet and scowled. “Drinking on a mission. We’re here to run down the old man’s salvage, not to party.”

Mostafa scoffed. “Lighten up, Captain Song. We’ve been hiking for hours, and—”

<TRANSPORT STREAM CORRUPTED—SEEKING NEXT>

The armored hull spread before them, entirely filling one wall of the tremendous cavern. Scratched red letters, each as high as a human, read, VOGELSTRAND.

Curtains of vines sprouted from the ceiling, their palm-sized leaves translucent and white as the flesh of cave animals. They looked dead. Mostafa reached up and touched one with her gloved hand.

“No light down here,” she said. “Shouldn’t be any plants without photosynthesis.”

Witts joined her and pulled a leaf to himself, caressing the surface. “There’s an unrestrained magic source down here. Something immensely powerful.”

“Or a reactor breach.” Song crunched across the cave floor toward the towering metal hull. “Quit acting like everything from Origin is good, Doctor Witts.”

Witts stroked the white leaf, shining his flashlight through its surface to reveal a spiderweb of red veins. “Origin is the source of all magic. It may not be good, but it’ll be powerful.” His bushy brows furrowed, and he traced his green glyph. The leaf wilted in his hand, turning the mottled gray of a corpse.

He gave the others a dark look. “This is human. No other life energy feels like this.”

“Doctor Witts,” said Qualls, pointing to the patch on the vine where the leaf had been removed.

A tiny trickle of blood issued forth, dripping down the vine in a crimson trail.

“I hate this place already,” said Song. “Mister Klose, get the cutting crew over there. The—”

<TRANSPORT STREAM CORRUPTED—SEEKING NEXT>

“Shut the door!” screamed Mostafa. “Qualls, shut the goddamned door!”

“Where’s Friday?” said Song, clicking on the light on the side of his slinger. “Has anyone seen him?”

They stood in a small junction, dimly lit portals in three directions and a half-closed door leading in the fourth. Gilded scrollwork adorned the eggshell walls, snaking around them in decorative ligatures, but time and mildew had gnawed upon sections of it. Witts, Klose, Costes, and Blackburn stood around Mostafa, frantically digging through their mission packs, drawing out slingers and arming themselves. Qualls messed with one of the wall panels, fumbling her tools across the polished tiles of gold and quartz.

Ungodly screeching echoed through the dilapidated corridor, punctuated with glottal gibbering.

“I’m trying! The—” Qualls grunted next to the pried-open electrical panel. “This system isn’t exactly modern!”

“It’s coming!” Song slapped another clip into his slinger. He rushed past Qualls and jammed his rifle through the gap in the door. The hallway beyond flashed with the light of a hundred scatterburst rounds, and through the orange strobes came the writhing silhouettes of vines.

“Get back!” said Song. “Get back!”

“I’ve got it,” called Qualls.

As the door began to slide closed, the mass of vines vomited a man’s body into the gap, his orange spacesuit bearing the patch FRIDAY. The door’s safety alarm buzzed, and it began to slide back open. Song roared a battle cry and emptied his clip into the man’s chest, melting his duraplast torso armor and blowing his ribs open. Qualls cried out and backed against the junction wall. Friday’s head swiveled drunkenly in her direction.

With a bone-crunching slurp, a writhing series of bloody vines shoved Friday through the gap and into Qualls, where the pair went sprawling to the ground. Fleshy leaves and tendrils penetrated Friday’s back and neck, yanking him around like a puppet. Despite the horrific chest wound, the man wrapped his hands around Qualls’s neck as she begged for him to stop.

Friday’s only response was a cascade of blood all over the bare face of his victim.

His jaw unhinged, and more of the vines spilled forth from his mouth, winding into Qualls’s eyes, nostrils, and ears. The vines were pink, the healthy shade of new skin. She convulsed, even as Song blasted apart Friday’s head and neck, then hacked the vines apart with a glowing bayonet.

“It’s too late!” said Witts, as fresh shoots sprouted from every orifice on Qualls’s head, her skin giving way to their sharp points.

Witts ran, and Mostafa followed. They dove down corridor after corridor, and Mostafa began to seal the pathways behind them. Each time, a crewmate slipped through at the last second, but so did the body of Qualls, hands outstretched and grasping frantically like a ghost.

Then, Mostafa accidentally sealed off Song, the lock thunking into place as the hatch dogged.

Skidding to a halt, Mostafa hit the ground hard and went dashing back to the red-ringed portal, desperately peering through the viewport. Already, vines had begun to fill the hall behind Song, and he hip-fired into them with his slinger rifle while banging the hatch.

Mostafa fumbled with the controls, but the creatures were close.

“I’m sorry!” she wailed, and he wheeled on her.

“Don’t be sorry, damn you! Open the door!” Song bellowed, eyes wide. “Open the—”

Friday and Qualls slammed into him like a pair of crashing ships, breaking him against the duraplast window. His neck snapped at an awkward angle, and his hands went wide as the vines burrowed into any exposed skin they could find. Mostafa stumbled backward as fresh growths pushed through Song’s eyes. The three corpses began to thunder against the hatch.

A pair of hands pulled her back, and she screamed, convulsing with panic.

“It’s me!” soothed Witts. “It’s me. It can’t get through. You’re okay.”

He helped her to her feet, and she seized him in her shaking arms.

“I killed him,” she whimpered. “I—”

Witts reached up to pat the back of her head, pressing it to his shoulder. “You made a mistake, but we have to think of why we’re here. Why you gave up your fortune, your family.”

She nodded, a little too vigorously. “Save the light.”

“Save the light,” he repeated, barely audible over the bashing of human bodies outside.

They released each other, watching as their comrades blossomed into strands of flesh. They intermingled, bones weaving like reeds into a battering ram.

“Over here!” called Costes, gesturing to an open elevator shaft.

Mostafa didn’t wait to see if the ram would come through. Klose and Blackburn secured rappelling gear and tossed the line to Costes, who hooked it to her suit. She nodded down the hole.

“There ought to be a sealed area down there, the closer we get to engineering,” said Costes, her breath ragged from their flight. “Those things shouldn’t be able to get in. Where’s Song?”

<TRANSPORT STREAM CORRUPTED—SEEKING NEXT>

Sickly light washed over them like moonlit haze. They’d shucked their spacesuits for standard mission wear—orange pants, and shirts emblazoned with the name RANGAN. They’d donned expedition recorders on their wrists, tiny lights gently pulsing in time with their hearts, a signal of their health to the others. Mostafa’s bare arms glistened around her tank top, and she wiped away the sweat beading upon her dark brow.

There were only four of them now, skulking through the shadowy engineering deck.

Blackburn sidled up to Mostafa and whispered into her ear. “We’re in over our heads. It’s time to call for help.”

“No,” she replied. “Doctor Witts has a plan. Calling for help will only expose the mission.”

“His ‘plan’ killed four of us. I’m all for getting the crystal, but—”

“No you’re not,” Mostafa said, cutting her off. “There can be no doubt, and your heart is full of it.”

“Sekhet, you’re the comms officer. It is currently your job to save us.”

“If we call in a rescue, we’ll give away the location of our salvage.”

Blackburn wrapped a gloved hand around Mostafa’s biceps. “Give me comms access.”

Mostafa shook her head. “Have faith.”

Blackburn quietly pressed her slinger to the small of Mostafa’s back, dead center. “I wasn’t asking.”

Drawing a sharp breath, Mostafa froze, even as her two compatriots walked on. Her voice quavering, she said, “You won’t get them by shooting me.”

“You always were a zealot,” said Blackburn, and struck her across the back of the skull with the butt of her slinger. She wrapped her arm around Mostafa’s neck and pointed her weapon at Witts. “Old man!”

Witts slowly turned to face her, recognition and disappointment shifting across his face in the intermittent light. He remained motionless.

“Codes or she dies,” said Blackburn.

“False dichotomy,” Witts replied, shaking his head.

With a tiny strobe of light, Klose completed his glyph and spun, planting a shot directly through Blackburn’s brainpan. Her death rattle set off her slinger, sending a round into Mostafa’s abdomen.

Mostafa went down with a wail, blood washing her front.

“Damn it!” said Klose, stowing his weapon and rushing to her side. He tore away the remains of her shirt and began digging through his pockets for any styptifoam. Finding a tiny bottle, he plugged the hole as best he could. “Doctor Witts!”

But the doctor remained where he stood, staring at her as one might regard a wounded pet.

“I’m so sorry, my dear Sekhet,” Witts muttered. “I wanted you to be there with me, at the end.”

“I can make it,” Mostafa grunted, trying to rise to her feet, but Klose held her down.

“Doctor Witts,” he said, “there’s bound to be a med bay down here, and there’s power. We can—”

“It’s kinder to shoot her,” Witts interrupted.

Klose exchanged a horrified glance with Mostafa before snatching up Blackburn’s fallen slinger and backing away. She raised her hand to stop him, sweeping her palm between him and Witts like a flashlight.

“No!” she cried. “No, no, no!”

Klose’s grip tensed around the slinger, but he didn’t fire.

“Look,” she pleaded, “I can find the med bay on my own. Please just leave me, please. I won’t slow you down.”

“I’m glad you understand,” said Witts, gesturing for Klose to follow. “We can’t risk remaining down here any longer than—”

<TRANSPORT STREAM CORRUPTED—SEEKING NEXT>

Mostafa peered around the corner, slinger tight in her hand. A healing graft covered most of her abdomen, but a dribble of blood stained her orange pants. Witts and Klose came into range of her wrist imagers, appearing out of the fog.

Witts stood before the ship’s core, where a throbbing series of sigils formed a luminous shield around a floating stone spike. The dagger-sized rock’s surface reflected light in dazzling rainbows, as though it doubled the color of every ray that struck it. Behind Witts, Klose stood watch, slingers at the ready for any more vines.

“Look at the shield; just like the files said,” called Witts, waving Klose over to dig inside his pack. He drew out a hard case and opened it, revealing a steel-meshed mitt, covered in wires and eidolon batteries. “It’s a shame Doctor Qualls didn’t make it. This field test is as much her victory as mine.”

A woman’s voice echoed through the cavernous reactor facility, and the three explorers covered their ears in sudden shock.

“You are not an authorized user.”

Witts stopped messing with the glove and exchanged glances with Klose. “Interesting.”

Projections spun across the mildewed walls, the broken lights, the shattered computer consoles, painting the dingy wreck with a facade of sparkling white marble, glowing sconces, and chandeliers. The deck became the facsimile of a pale opera house, an arcade of fluted columns rising around them.

A hologram coalesced around the crystal: a statue of a nude woman, her flesh scintillating with subtle rainbows like oiled gunmetal. In one hand, she held a spear, barbed with a luminous blue point. In the other, a man’s severed head, mouth agape, eyes rolled back. Her gleaming body partially obscured the crystal shard, the stone resting at her heart, a frosted window in front like a safety housing. The woman’s form flickered and danced with the rattling of a moldered projector.

Her lips moved, and she said, “I am Ursula. I keep the last record of the dead art. I am the unbroken chain to our Origin. What is your intention?”

“An actual Origin AI,” said Witts. “I’d always heard they gave you avatars, but I’ve never seen one.”

Ursula gave him a curious look. “Is that the last thing you’d like to say before I activate my countermeasures? Explain yourself or die.”

Witts smiled and shook his head. “I’ve come here for the shard of alchemy”—he pointed to her chest—“the one at your heart. I have a noble cause, if that helps.”

“And what would you do with it?” She placed the point of her spear against his sternum, its holographic light fizzling harmlessly away as it touched him. He craned his neck to get a better look at the tip, clearly interested in the provenance of the weapon.

He nodded. “You see, I’m going to bend our timeline into a circle. Humans live against a ticking clock—an ending universe. I’ll perpetuate humanity beyond time itself.”

Ursula stared impassively down at him, perfectly still. “The shard is not powerful enough for such a task.”

“Oh, leave that to me.” Witts checked the various connections on his maille glove. “I’ll supply the power, if your crystal supplies the means.”

From her hidden vantage point, Mostafa nodded for him, hope spreading across her face.

Ursula frowned. “None are worthy.”

Witts’s brow furrowed. “Oh?”

“None are worthy. Your explanation is wanting. You may never have the dead art, and you may never leave.”

“Yes, I didn’t think it would work, either, which is why I brought this.” Witts flicked a switch on the glove, filling its palm with a tangled cage of light. He reached for the crystal at the center of her chest.

“Do not dare to hope,” said Ursula.

A flash lit the palatial walls as Witts contacted the projection and the strange shield surrounding the crystal. He screamed, drawing back a smoking arm. The manipulator fell away, clunking to the ground and exposing a shriveled hand.

“Not just a shield, then,” hissed Witts. “A life drain.”

“You’ve underestimated my defenses,” said Ursula, clearly pleased.

Witts stared at his ruined limb in fury, and with shaking fingers brushed away some of the ashen skin. “Klose, I need you,” he called.

“I’m trying, Doctor!” shouted his crewmate, blasting at an encroaching vine as it slithered from behind one of the consoles. More drooped down from the ceiling like deadly spiders, stark leaves pulsing with red against the marble columns.

Klose fired up at the vine, and the ship used its holographic projectors to obfuscate them, disguising the vines as dripping pendants of diamonds, multiplying the decoys in a dazzling array.

“Be at peace,” said Ursula.

Klose backed against Witts, and the old man turned to his compatriot.

“All I have is sorrow,” said Witts.

“We can get out of this, Doctor!” said Klose. “We just need to—”

“But that’s not the same as regret.”

Witts slashed out a monstrous glyph, rending green ligatures from the fabric of reality, sweat beading on his brow. Palm charged with viridescent fire, he seized Klose by the neck and pushed the usurer’s mark inside him, strangling a cry from his victim. Klose’s skin began to sag as Witts’s arm regrew. His victim’s strength faltered, and Witts dragged him toward the shield with abhorrent vigor.

“I am sorry,” huffed the doctor, Klose convulsing in his grasp, “that I have need of your life energies. You’ve been good to me.”

His fingers struck the heart of Vogelstrand, and she roared in fury.

“Doctor!” called Mostafa, rushing from her hiding place in a panic. “What are you—”

Klose’s hair turned stark white, falling from his head in great clumps as his cheeks grew hollow, his eyes sunken. His arms fell limply to his sides, milky eyes rolling back in his head. With a howling shout, Witts forced his entire arm inside the projection, sacrificing Klose’s life to the shield.

Then darkness fell as Ursula dissipated, leaving Witts holding the coruscating shard.

“Doctor Witts…” Mostafa sank to her knees, eyes wide in horror as the vines descended around them.

The stone fit Witts’s half-withered hand like a dagger, facets flashing ominously in the emergency lights. He stabbed it into his exposed throat, forcing it down his neck in a spurt of blood. It dissolved into his flesh, charging his veins with vile energies and lighting his pupils with arcane fire. Then the stone was gone, and the doctor was whole again.

Klose coughed and sputtered on the ground, his ruined body still reaching for Witts’s boot. “Y-you…”

The usurer’s mark once again appeared in front of Witts, though he didn’t trace it. It simply popped into being in response to his will. The doctor turned the sigil this way and that, inspecting the spell—then he twisted it into another shape entirely, its color going black. It multiplied into four other glyphs, each peeling away to become its own spell. He swiped his hand once at Klose’s body.

His fellow expeditionary shattered into thousands of rose petals, scattered by some unseen wind. One of the vines lashed out, and Witts struck it away with a bare hand, blasting it to ash. With another sweep of his fingers, all the vines above blew apart into flakes of white carbon, falling upon them like snow.

Mostafa stared at him with quivering lips. “Why?”

Witts turned to her, bloodshot eyes burning with a dead, oily black fire. He reached down to the nearest console with a mason’s mark, and the gilded bits began to melt. A tangle of other spells followed, coalescing and linking together, moving through one another. Every scrap of gold in the room fell from fixtures, molding, arches, and tiles, flowing together and weaving up Witts’s legs. Mostafa yelped as strands of dripping metal fell around her like snakes. Glittering cloth stitched into robes, and Witts touched them with the painter’s mark to make them shine in emerald and sapphire. Razor-straight golden feathers sprouted along his shoulders, and a stylized eagle’s head formed over his eyes.

Other glyphs resolved around his fingertips, lengthening his bones, wrapping them in cords of muscle until they were nightmarish claws. He grew in his regalia, hunching over her as though she were a delicious meal. His usurer’s marks returned, and he flexed his arachnid fingers with a hungry gaze.

“You have given me everything but your life. A final sacrifice, if you please.”

“Why?”

“Because it tidies things up, Sekhet. I’m moving on to the next phase, and it’s easiest if I start fresh. The Mostafa fortune was extremely helpful.”

“But I’ve been faithful.”

His face darkened. “And I’ll memorialize that faith.”

She lowered her eyes, and he came forward to wrap her in a deadly embrace. Her slinger flashed as she shot him in the knee.

<END OF VIDEO FILE FSD13152.APX—PLAYING NEXT>

Mostafa’s fearful face filled the imager, sweat dripping from every pore.

“Don’t come looking for me,” she said, flinching as some cacophonous screech like rending metal filled the microphones. “I’m sending this because you deserve to know I’m dead. You were right, and I’m sorry. I never should’ve left.”

“Who are you calling?” came a monstrous voice. “You’ve signed their death warrant, too.”

Mostafa’s bones began to twist.

<STREAM CORRUPT ERROR 820 CONSULT DOCUMENTATION>

“Okay,” breathed Boots, staring into the agonized features of the frozen woman. “That was a thing we watched.”

“We’re dead,” said Cordell, walking around the massive, twisted nose. “Did you see that spell he cast?”

Boots shivered and shook out her hands. “Which one? That big usurer’s mark, or—”

Malik folded his hands behind his back, stepping away from Sekhet Mostafa’s glowing image. “The four spells. They were instantaneous—no tracing. That’s the mark of a godlike glyph. Just like Izak Vraba’s in the Masquerade.”

“Or Dwight Mandell’s in the Harrow,” Boots added. “Kin, scrub back to Klose’s death and freeze.”

The room raced and reoriented, flowing through static to the moment Witts transformed Klose’s body into a shower of flower petals. Four glyphs encircled the doctor, his brow impassive as Klose’s body began to split like dried earth.

“Four spells,” said Cordell, shaking his head. “That’s impossible.”

“Look at this…” Boots stepped up to the figure of Witts, banging her knee on one of the projection-concealed mess hall benches.

“Please use caution, Lizzie,” said Kin. “As I said before, the projections will obscure—”

“Yep. You called it. Hit my leg,” said Boots, stifling a pained noise. “As I was saying, look at this.” She pointed to tenebrous strands of energy connecting all four glyphs. “They’re working in concert. So not only can Witts instantly cast them, he can chain them together. Kin, identify those marks.”

A chime. “Those are the sculptor’s mark, the weatherman’s cantrip, the mariner’s mark, and the embolist’s mark.”

“Reshape the body’s water into flowers, rupture it, then blow it away,” Cordell said. “This bastard has a flair for the dramatic. Could’ve just blasted the poor guy with a fire spell.”

Boots peered at the multicolored lights, instinctively avoiding the spells’ target. “I feel like it was a test of the shard… thingy. This probably lets him cast any mark, even the weird ones.”

“The ‘weird ones’?” Kin repeated.

“You know,” said Boots, “like Vraba’s shadow demon thing.”

“With major-league warship amps,” said Cordell. “Imagine a ship-to-ship action against him.”

Boots glanced at her worried companions. “I’d rather not.”

They stood in contemplation of the terrible power in their midst, none of them wanting to speak. Boots crossed to Sekhet Mostafa and looked her over, observing in fine detail the horror on her face. Whatever had caused her to sign onto Witts’s expeditionary mission, this wasn’t it.

“Kin,” she said, “do these files have any location tags?”

“I’m sorry, Lizzie,” the AI replied. “Those are part of the corrupted file headers. Impossible without the aid of a top-flight datamancer, and even then, I do not give that person good odds.”

Cordell winced.

“It’s fine,” she said. “Play the last video file. The one where she’s running.”

The mess hall shifted and reoriented to Mostafa, stumbling through a field of tall grass.

“Freeze,” said Boots. She rested her hands on her hips, tonguing the inside of her lip as she surveyed the scene. “I think we can find some clues here.”

“What kinds of plants are these?” asked Malik.

Kin chimed, “Those are Tethecor Hardy Grass, a terraforming breed likely to be found on eight thousand two hundred and forty-six worlds.”

“Doesn’t narrow it down much,” grumbled Cordell. He shook a flavored toothpick out of a pack and chewed on it for a second, then with clear disappointment, flicked it away. “Any records of the Rangan mission, or the Vogelstrand?”

Kinnard gave off a little query tune. “Negative, Captain Lamarr. Not upon cursory search. Querying the Link through encoded Compass protocols yields a similar result. In addition, I was unable to find any of the mission patches from—”

Malik narrowed his eyes. “Kin, we didn’t ask you to query the Link. It’s a security risk. Please don’t do that unless we tell you to.”

“Acknowledged.”

Boots chewed her thumbnail. “You think Compass is monitoring our comms when we use their encryption, sir?”

Malik nodded.

“So…” said Cordell, stretching his back. “I’m guessing that the Taitutians have some records of this stuff. We could head to the Special Branch Archives there.”

“And probably get whacked,” Boots added. “You remember the last time?”

She shuffled forward to the image of Witts, taking care not to bang her legs on the table, and curiously passed her hand through his face. It would’ve been nice to plunge her fingers into his eye sockets and squeeze. Lacking a serious advantage, a fight with the man himself would last all of two seconds.

“What I wouldn’t give for a few unobstructed kilometers, Aisha, and a sniper engine,” said Boots.

Cordell smirked. “I expect you’ll give the next five to ten years of your life in the hunt. We’ll get him, Bootsie.”

“If I might make a suggestion,” said Kin. “We should rendezvous with the Fifth Fleet. Capital ships will have a direct line to the Special Branch Archives, as well as top-level clearance. You can do your research and make a handoff to Special Agent Weathers at the same time. It’s simple efficiency.”

“And how would you know that?” asked Cordell.

“Captain Lamarr, the Harrow was technically a Taitutian ship when I was connected to him. Taitutian Admiralty has unlimited access to Special Branch knowledge bases. With your Compass clearance, you should be able to view any of their records from the proper warship.”

The captain considered the proposition for a moment. “They might even have a datamancer we could borrow. Good idea, Kin. Contact the Fifth Fleet and get them to send us a rendezvous point. Mister Jan, please have your better half lay in a course.”

“The Children of the Singularity are oddly quiet this time,” said Special Agent Weathers, his disembodied torso hovering over the table in the mess.

Boots and Cordell had just finished sharing what they learned from the cube’s contents with their superior officer, though it curdled Boots’s stomach a bit. Weathers had proven himself useful after recruiting them to Compass, handing them solid intel and great leads—and she wanted to believe he was a good cop—but she’d been burned by the Taitutian government too often.

This was the first time she’d chosen to fully trust him, and it was a hard mental adjustment.

“What do you mean, ‘oddly quiet’?” asked Boots, propping her elbows up on the table.

“We have a few assets in place with them,” said Cedric, “and based on historical cases, I would’ve expected a bigger reaction from their group. Once upon a time, they used to chase you with starships.”

“Don’t remind me.” Cordell leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “So they haven’t reacted to us getting the scoop on them with the Mostafa Journal.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Cedric, and Boots’s shoulders drooped.

She would’ve liked it to be easy for once.

“Our sources have caught wind of a cell activating to retaliate against you. You’ll recall all the propaganda they made about you? The Harrow deniers?”

“Who could forget those charming mouthbreathers?” said Boots.

“Well, the cell they activated… they’re kind of like that,” said Cedric. “Hackers, mostly, but some psyops types. We’ve got dossiers on a few of them, and we know their location. Their operation isn’t amateur hour, but I wouldn’t call these people battle-hardened assassins.”

Cordell shrugged. “So take them out or arrest them.”

“That’s exactly what I intend to do,” said Cedric, adjusting his tie. “Given the mole situation in the Special Branch, I’m only using Compass assets for this, and we’re, well, rare. I’ll personally have to lead the fire team.”

“Combat?” Boots snorted. “From you?”

Cedric inclined his head. “I got to this job through twenty-five years on the Aior Capital Police. I know how to hold a gun and make an arrest, Miss Elsworth.”

Cordell walked over to the table and rested his palms against it. “So then what’s the plan for us? What do we need to do about the hacker cell? We’re already mid-jump to Task Force Sixty.”

“Nothing. I’m handling it, but I wanted you to be aware they were in play,” said Cedric. “Hopefully, not for long.”

“We’re pretty locked down on this ship,” said Cordell. “It’s comms-off most days, so I’m not sure how they’d even manage to hack us.”

“Probably not targeting us directly,” said Boots. “Could be going after the distillery or another crew asset—or family member. We must assume there will be more retaliations, like with Nilah’s dad. If you’ve got any relatives that need warning, now is the time. I’ve got no one left, but surely the rest of you have people.”

“Good instincts, Miss Elsworth,” said Cedric. “We’ll assume that the threat is real and active, and strike soon. Continue your path, rendezvous with the armada, and get that cube into the Compass classified network for intensive processing. I want to pick over its contents myself.”

“And what do you want us to do once we have the recording location?” asked Cordell.

“We want to run it down ourselves,” Boots interrupted, and they both stopped to look at her. “What? You’ve got the mole, and a confirmed cell to take out, Agent Weathers. We’re the only people cleared on this operation that you can trust for sure. Send us, first.”

Cedric looked impressed. “To a mysterious planet? Are you currently equipped for that?”

She folded her hands behind her back, falling into her old “at ease” pose for addressing a superior officer. She never liked showing deference to Cedric, but if it meant having his support, she’d entertain his ego. She inclined her head, trying to conjure the discipline she’d had in the Civil Air Patrol, and said, “If it’s chasing down Witts, sir, then we’re ready for anything.”

“Boots speaks for all of us,” said Cordell, nodding in her direction.

“I’m not sure I could stop you if I wanted to,” said the agent. “All right. Find the location and check it out. Dismissed.”

The jump to the Fifth Fleet seemed to stretch on forever for Nilah. Sharp and his operators were out of contact for their rescue mission. Though plenty of major news sources reported Kristof’s and Yu’s murders and Darnell Brio’s kidnapping, they didn’t have much to add.

No new facts.

Nothing to be done.

Her listless wanderings took her up to the bridge, where Malik made sure she understood she didn’t have to show up for work while dealing with the immediate depression and anxiety. Then it was down to the galley, where Jeannie made her a terrible cup of tea and awkwardly hung around giving her sympathetic looks. After tiring of that, Nilah went to the cargo bay, where Orna was calibrating the slingers on the Midnight Runner with Charger’s help. She hung from the docking assembly by a harness, and Charger dangled by her side, only using the strength of its arms.

“Okay, then. What do you think?” Orna asked Charger. The bot gestured wordlessly at the open maintenance panel, and she laughed. “Really? High-index refractors are going to melt the ports.”

Charger tapped a few more spots and shrugged. Orna’s circlet pulsed in time with the telepathic conversation.

“Remove the armor plate so it’ll run colder,” said Orna, and then noticing Nilah, she shook her head in annoyance. “Why does he always want to take off the armor plates?”

“Charger, there’s no heat dispersion in space,” said Nilah. “Removing armor won’t help.”

“He says he knows that. His big idea is mounting a coolant tank.” She looked at him expectantly. “Which will ruin the aero in atmosphere.”

Her circlet flashed once more, and Orna looked at Nilah, mock-aghast. “He says you’d design something that would work.”

“Aw, Charger.” Nilah’s face prickled. “Did he really say that, or are you just trying to make me feel better?”

Charger waved at her, making a pleasant chime, and its lenses flicked pink. Maybe Orna was puppeting it through the circlet, maybe not. It was a nice sentiment all the same.

“I give up,” said Orna, feigning exasperation. “I think the big traitor is sweet on you.”

“I’ve always loved you, Charger.” Nilah’s heart thawed a bit. “You know, when I was little, my dad asked me who I wanted to marry, and I said, ‘a race car.’ You’re no race car, but…”

Her cadence faltered, the light draining from her weak smile. She hadn’t meant to imagine her father’s laughing face, his boisterous hugs, because it didn’t take long for her to remember what Harriet was probably doing to him. Every time she thought of her dad, the air settled over her like lead.

“I need something to do. Please.”

Orna rappelled down to her like a spider, clipping out of her harness and taking Nilah into her arms. The dam holding back her emotions instantly threatened to break, and she pushed her fiancée back.

“I’m so sorry, and I love you,” said Nilah, “but if I have one more minute of people pitying me, I’m going to… I just want something to do. Anything. I’ll even reorganize your pointless ‘random screw’ drawer in your tool chest.”

“Hey, sometimes the most satisfying solution is a random screw.”

“You make that joke every two weeks. Now, please don’t try to take my shift from me.”

The quartermaster softened. “I get it. It’s your lucky day. We’ve got a huge backlog of maintenance.”

She could see herself getting lost in some maintenance. “Grueling, grubby, difficult maintenance? The kind where tools get broken and knuckles get scraped?”

“Uh, if you don’t wear your mechanic’s gloves.”

“Maybe it’d be nice to get a little scratched up. Be good to feel something.”

She’d only intended it casually, but Orna froze up. “Babe, are you serious? You always wear PPE on maintenance.”

A racing veteran and mechanist, Nilah had heard some version of the “personal protective equipment” speech hundreds of times. “I’m not going to—”

“Get hurt in an accident?” Orna interrupted. “You obviously want to. I know I come off as brutal, but I still wear protective gear.”

Nilah jutted out her chin, drawing a thin smile. “I’ll be careful—”

“No, you just said you wanted to hurt yourself. You’re not going near the backlog. Quartermaster’s orders.” And before Nilah could protest, Orna added, “No. But I’ve got some good news.”

Nilah regarded her fiancée with a pained look. “Please tell me I’m not relieved of duty. I can’t take any more bloody relief.”

Orna pointed to where Teacup rested in its storage cradle, lenses softly pulsing. Its armor had so many scuffs from various hallway obstacles: transit cases, pipes, conduits, and basically every door frame. When she’d first decided to build her own battle armor, Nilah had been prepared for the inevitable combat damage—but Teacup couldn’t even navigate the ship.

“No, the good news is that your robot sucks and still needs a ton of development work.”

Nilah grimaced. “She’s not that bad.”

“That thing tripped onto me.”

“That’s why I stopped keeping her in the bedroom, love. It only happened once…”

“Uh-huh. That was two hundred kilos of corners and sharp angles rolling all over me while my life flashed before my eyes.” Orna took a step closer. “Do you know what it’s like to take a robot to the face in the middle of the night?”

“She was only looking for the storage cradle,” protested Nilah, but she could feel the debate slipping through her fingers.

“Which she would’ve found if your imagers were properly aligned. Battle armors have a ton of subsystems that race cars don’t—and Teacup’s need a lot more polish.”

“This therapy session is turning out a bit more harsh than I expected.”

Orna took her hand, and unlike the embrace, it wasn’t unbearable. The quartermaster’s rough thumb caressed the smooth skin under her wrist, reassuring and sweet. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I respect the hell out of you for trying to roll your own battle armor—but that’s why it’s slow-going. I’ve been working on armors all my life, and… you know… Charger was the first one I ever built from scratch. Even then, I used some open source stuff for interop and data links. There’s nothing wrong with taking help.”

Nilah stared wistfully at Teacup. It was such a magnificent frame, beautiful to behold—and mostly useless. “I just wanted her to be uniquely mine.”

Orna nodded. “Then you’ve got a lot of work to do reinventing the wheel.”

Nilah dragged out her toolkits and got started. It was rough at first, her motivation drying up at odd moments, replaced with overwhelming dread for her father. However, design problems gave her a structure to switch off some of the crueler parts of her mind, and she found she could muscle through. Minutes blurred together as she dove into Teacup’s systems, and for the first time in a while, she relaxed.

It seemed like the blink of an eye before Orna called to her, holding a mug of tea—a habit Nilah was proud she’d imparted to her. The overhead lights in the cargo bay had shifted into night mode without her noticing, and she became aware of the growing nausea of skipping meals.

“I’m going to bed, babe,” said Orna, taking a sip of her drink and yawning. “I love you. Need anything?”

“I’m good. I love you, too.”

Orna gestured to Nilah’s projected readouts of Teacup’s various motor functions. “Looks like progress. You’ll nail it soon enough.”

“You’re probably right.”

“I know I am,” said Orna. “You’re a star. You know what you’re doing.”

Nilah watched Orna exit the cargo bay, then sighed at Teacup’s tests. Inside of a simulation, Teacup tried and failed for the eight thousand and twenty-sixth time to leap a ten-meter gap onto a two-meter platform, caroming off the edge with a sad flail of its arms.

She keyed up Charger’s pathing code, but her pride wouldn’t let her crib notes. This was her weapon to forge. That way, it’d be so much more personal when she used it to put Harriet Fulsom down like a dog.

She reset the sim once more to watch Teacup attempt its leap.







Chapter Seven

Refraction
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Nilah never tired of watching the jump bubble around the Capricious break, so when Aisha announced they’d be dropping out of the Flow soon, she headed to the bridge. She was eager to get a look at the fleet that had been harassing the Children of the Singularity.

When the crew had destroyed the Masquerade, it’d been like turning over a rock to see the bugs come skittering out. The hidden assets at Henrick Witts’s disposal gradually revealed themselves: shipyards, mines, infrastructure, and major capital equipment, largely staffed with loyal, well-paid followers. And because they hadn’t managed to get the index to the Money Mill, there were more resources lurking in the shadows. Law enforcement could trace some of the conspirators from the fallout of the Money Mill collapsing, but they couldn’t catch them all.

Task Force Sixty was GATO’s answer: an indomitable set of the best strike warships they could muster. They were the fastest, the most advanced, and likely the most expensive ships in the Allied fleet—supplied by Taitu, Nilah thought with some pride. Then, she remembered that the Harrow had been supplied by Taitu as well, and wasn’t sure how to feel about her homeworld anymore.

As Aisha counted down the seconds to normal space, Nilah stepped closer to the pilot’s station to get the best view through the bridge canopy. The jump bubble stretched and smeared, long strands of starlight snapping into a wild spray of heavenly bodies. With a slight lurch, the Capricious emerged from the Flow.

Floating in their midst, like an array of titanic swords, were the many destroyers of the Taitutian Fifth Fleet’s Task Force Sixty. A single capital ship led the pack, his hull ablaze with lights.

“Hailing, sir,” said Aisha.

Cordell nodded. “Patch them through.”

“Approaching vessel, transmit identification codes within the next thirty seconds,” came a woman’s voice.

“Contact bogeys,” said Malik, looking into the scanners. “Fighter patrol inbound.”

“So impatient.” Cordell scoffed. “All right, all right. Missus Jan, shoot the codes over.”

“Codes accepted, ADF Capricious,” came the voice on the other end of the line. Projections spun up across the bridge as the Capricious connected to the fleet scanners, revealing the gathered ships as glowing dots. A vanguard of chevrons swept toward the tiny Capricious, and a tag appeared over them, designating them as ESCORT: GRAY WING. “Please proceed with the fighter escort to bay sixty-eight of the TNS Ambrosini.”

“Capricious copies, marshall,” said Cordell. “Missus Jan, take us in.”

Nilah thought she’d never see a bigger ship than the Harrow, but the Ambrosini defied all expectations. Every time Nilah thought she had the size of him, he swelled larger in her view, until she could see nothing except his gray hull. His keel bristled with slingers, as well as a row of five gargantuan cannons she didn’t recognize.

Joining Nilah at the window, Orna peered at the cannons and smiled. “Wicked… Didn’t think they’d fielded those.”

“What are they?” asked Nilah.

“Jump cannons. You know how we can never start shooting until we come out of jump? Those cannons can triangulate and fire out of the Flow… or into it. If Witts tries to zip in and start something, they’ll blow his ships up before they can even appear.”

The Flow had always struck Nilah as particularly safe—a respite from Henrick Witts and his corruption. A ship couldn’t be ambushed within the confines of a jump bubble, so it always felt like the last refuge in the galaxy.

Orna handily popped that misconception.

“Great…” Nilah sighed as one of the docking bays yawned before them to engulf the Capricious.

Inside the bay of the Ambrosini, Aisha deftly maneuvered the marauder into dock, settling him onto a giant set of scarred-up mag clamps. Fighters roared past, returning to their ready stations along the ceiling mounts. Beside Nilah, Boots whistled appreciatively at the spacecraft.

“Hoo, boy… Scramsax Eighties,” she said. “It’d be a short freaking fight if I tried to take one of those in the Midnight Runner.”

“That much of a difference?” asked Nilah.

“Oh yeah,” said Boots. “Like trying to fight a dragon with a hang glider.”

Somehow, that made her feel a little bit better about her dad’s precarious situation. The military strength leveraged on her behalf was second to none, and—despite the spies infesting their ranks—her father had been publicly kidnapped. Taitu had to help him, or risk being considered a terrorist ally, right?

She found herself wishing those fighters were doing the rescuing, since Boots was so scared of them. Nilah wanted the very best on the case. Sharp was tough. She’d fought him. He could save her dad. But some Scramsax Eighties and enough missiles to carbonize every Child of the Singularity might’ve been a nice addition.

“Glad they’re on our team,” said Cordell, and then he clapped his hands together. “Listen up, people. This is a galactic control group dedicated to clandestine strike operations. Best of the best. That means you will all behave yourselves. I don’t want to hear that you stole something. I don’t want to hear that you went somewhere you weren’t supposed to. Hell, I don’t even want to hear about your goddamned harsh language, are we crystal on that?”

“Yes, sir,” came the crew’s response.

The captain nodded to Malik, ceding the floor. The doctor clasped his hands behind his back and said, “Miss Elsworth, you and the captain will proceed to the classified comms array and see what you can dig up about the Mostafa Journal’s recording location. Enlist a datamancer if you can. The Ferriers and I are going to hand off the data cube itself, along with our findings.”

“And me, Mister Jan?” asked Aisha, not a hint of annoyance or humor at addressing her husband so formally. She was a lot more professional than Nilah would’ve been.

“You’ll keep the ship hot.”

Cordell added, “Hoping to get the location where the journal was recorded and get back on the trail. Witts is good at covering his tracks, and we have to keep going while they’re fresh.”

Nilah raised her hand. “Maybe I can help with the transfer, Mister Jan? You know, in case they have questions about Baron Gaultier, or…”

Malik shook his head. “You and Orna are to oversee all repairs and resupply to the Capricious. Given some of our past experience being in Taitutian government care, we want him scramble-ready at all times. Missus Jan will assist you.”

Nilah swallowed. She wasn’t eager to ask for favors, but she’d be cross if she didn’t at least try. “Sir, I’d like to check on Sharp’s operation. This ship should be able to get some insight with its top-level classified access.”

Cordell sighed. “Miss Brio, you’re only borrowing trouble. No matter what’s happening with Sharp, you can’t help.”

Her pleading eyes met his. “Captain, you were willing to divert course to rescue my father. Surely it’s not too much to let me go speak with a case officer.”

The captain tapped his chin as he mulled it over. “Miss Brio, you can come with us, but I expect you to be back on the Capricious within the cycle.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He pointed at her, eyes hard. “I’m not playing. Do not try to interfere in any way. You’ve got a job to do. Back here, on time. Boots, with me. The rest of you, I’ll see you after the handoff.”

The two parties emerged into the stark lights of the Ambrosini’s docking bay. A lieutenant called to Cordell and Boots, leading them away from the platform in one direction, while the watch commander gestured to Malik, Jeannie, Alister, and Nilah. Before she could leave, Orna came bounding down the cargo ramp and gave her a quick kiss and a strong embrace.

“For luck,” said the quartermaster, pulling away. “Go get your answers and come back ready to work.” A kind smile fit the quartermaster about as well as a smock, but she still put one on for Nilah.

“You don’t have to pull a brave face for me, babes.” Nilah chuckled. “Gentle concern is a terrible look for you.”

Orna smirked and chucked her on the shoulder, a lot harder than Nilah expected. “Check on Sharp, and quit being a witch.”

“Ouch. Okay.” But it put a grin on Nilah’s face. “That’s more like it.”

With a light pat on the butt, she added, “About to pull double duty because of you. Get out of here before I get pissed off.”

“Okay, okay.” Nilah jogged to catch up to her party, which had already made a good deal of headway for the far exit.

The watch commander nodded as she reached them. “It’s an honor to have you on board, Miss Brio,” she said, obviously small talk.

“Thanks,” Nilah replied. “This is a pretty big ship.”

“The TNS Ambrosini carries over ten thousand souls. He’s a city in the stars, complete with recreational outfits, dining areas, guest accommodations, and more.”

“Impressive,” said Malik. “Must be a complex command structure around here.”

“We make it work.” The commander gestured to a bustling corridor. “This way. We have such an abundance of facilities because the starfarers on this vessel spend two years away from home.”

They passed a small, grassy park, complete with a biergarten, and Nilah was briefly reminded of the Masquerade, a station designed to house half as many residents in the same amount of space. She doubted the crew bunks on the Ambrosini would be as luxurious as those apartments.

“How do you keep secrets with such a large crew?” asked Alister. “One mole in ten thousand, and the whole system is screwed.”

They stepped into a lift, and the commander punched a button. “That’s the reason for the two-year crew rotation: we can create total isolation. Outbound comms are thoroughly monitored by AI and humans in the loop. If someone is giving away our fleet movements, we’ll hear it.”

From there, it was a train ride, a tram ride, and a long walk to the military intelligence division. The commander stopped in front of an office labeled SPECIAL BRANCH AFFAIRS LIAISON.

“Miss Brio, this is you,” said the commander. “An escort will bring you to the rear admiral’s office when you’re done.”

“Thank you,” said Nilah, letting herself inside.

The rooms beyond were dimly lit, with data screens strewn about, hovering in the air. Whoever worked here liked it messy. Nilah looked about for a reception area, or a greeter, but found no one.

“Jackson,” came a man’s voice over the speakers, “you have a visitor.”

“It’s not on my calendar, Collin, so tell them to go away,” came a call from one of the back rooms.

An imager in the ceiling swiveled to focus on Nilah. “I think it’s someone important,” said the disembodied voice, probably an AI.

“If that’s you, Major Eames, I told you to make appointments!” came the shout. “We’re the Special Branch, not your Special Boyfriend!”

Nilah frowned. She couldn’t imagine Agent Weathers being so unprofessional, nor any member of the Special Branch for that matter.

“Based on facial geometry and recent STC chatter,” said Collin, “it appears to be Compass operative Nilah Brio.”

A set of quick footsteps brought a heavyset fellow to the door frame, his brow beaded with sweat. His entire face lit up with affected delight as he made eye contact. “Hello!” he sang, taking the word out a beat longer than required. “Miss Brio, such a pleasure! What in the blazes brings you down to the dungeon? Wait, don’t answer that just yet. Collin, get us some tea!”

“Taitutian Royal Pearl if you have it,” said Nilah, unimpressed, though she held out her hand for the clammy fellow to shake it. “Nilah Brio.”

“Jackson Wilkinson, Special Branch liaison and case officer for the Ambrosini. I’m so terribly sorry about the mess. Hadn’t expected company. So busy, you know, so busy.” He shook her hand like a martini, and she removed it from his overeager grasp.

“Charmed.”

He adjusted his ill-fitting suit and tie as though that would help his appearance, then dabbed at his brow. “What, ah… what brings you to us today?”

“‘Us’?” she repeated, looking around for others.

“Well, it’s just me and Collin at the moment, but we’ve office space for ten people. ‘Ten souls,’ as they like to say in the overdramatic fleet speak. If you’d like a tour—”

“I wouldn’t,” she said. “Busy, you understand. What’s the status on my father’s rescue operation?”

Jackson chewed his lip, giving her an expectant look. “I wasn’t the caseworker, so I’m quite sure I don’t know. Maybe if you’d like to check back in an hour…”

“No, Agent Wilkinson,” said Nilah. “Let’s just get this sorted so I can be on my merry way.”

He gave her a taut smile. “Yes. Quite merry. It’s just… I’m not sure that your observation of an active mission is—”

“I have Compass clearance. I’m invoking it.”

The big man looked at her sidelong. “Over a personal matter?”

“Perks of the job, mate.”

“I’ll need to check in with—”

“No, you won’t.” Ice settled in the pit of her stomach. “Why are you stalling?”

“Miss Brio, I’m not sure I’m qualified to—”

She stepped closer, but she was a few inches shorter than the agent. He nevertheless recoiled; he must’ve heard of her martial prowess.

“Why are you stalling?” she repeated.

The man’s shoulders slumped, and he settled like a Norlan soufflé. His brows knit together and his cheeks puffed as he searched for words. Every second of stammering from him exponentially ramped Nilah’s anxiety until her dermaluxes suffused the room with violet light.

“What… is the status of Sharp’s mission?” She stepped so close that she could smell the garlic of a recent lunch on his breath, and he swallowed.

“As you know, the exact dates and times of missions are a—a range, and, uh, well… it’s already happened.”

She shook her head like she’d just been splashed with cold water. “The hell it has. They would’ve told me. They would’ve called. Do you really expect me to believe…”

The truth began to resolve in her mind, dreadful, looming. If the operation had already happened, why hadn’t she heard the result? Why would they have kept her in the dark, unless—

Unless they wanted to inform her in a more delicate, measured capacity, because the news was tragic.

“Miss Brio, I—” he said. “The mission was a failure.”

The mission was a failure.

Those five words rolled over her, washing from her skin without sinking in.

Her right eye began to twitch, and she rubbed it with a tight fist until she saw stars. “I thought you didn’t know. You… you said you didn’t know.”

“All members of the Special Branch with top clearance were watching, including the prime minister,” he said. “This mission was of the highest import to us, and—”

The toad of a man took gulping breaths, and it taxed Nilah’s restraint not to box his neck. The purple of her arms shifted through red into the orange, like smoldering coals.

“I don’t believe you.”

He approximated some version of sympathy that might’ve worked on a doe-eyed widow, but it only further enflamed her rage. “I was watching the mission feed myself. No one wanted to see justice dealt more than us—”

“Really, mate? No one?”

“Poor choice of words, my dear. Please understand that—”

“Collin,” said Nilah, “play back the end of the mission feed, Compass authorization Nilah Brio Tango-Six-Eight-Four-Seven-Alpha.”

A chime struck. “Acknowledged, Nilah Brio. Commencing playback.”

Projections spun from the walls and ceiling to coat the room in a mountainous landscape. Iron-rich red sands spread before Nilah, and Sharp appeared alongside two shooters, each with a sniper engine. The guns were pointed at the sky like a pair of mortars, aimed at some target far beyond the snowcapped peaks. A drapery of optical camouflage hung before them, translucent through the back but fully obscuring them from the front.

“Forward observer reports positive ID on Harriet Fulsom,” said Sharp. “Stand by to execute.”

A small projector relayed the contents of a long-range imager: a net-covered compound with a few fliers and a small shuttle. Five people stood near the shuttle, conversing, and Nilah gasped at the sight of her father, a small silhouette bound and supine nearby in the dirt.

“Spotter,” said Sharp, “confirm ready.”

“Black Fox confirms,” came the radio chatter. “We are a go for strike.”

Sharp nodded. “Let’s earn that hazard pay. Execute.”

The two snipers traced their fatalist’s marks, focusing intently on the projection, and fired. A pair of thumps filled the air as the sniper engines sent two regraded steel spikes hurtling into the cloudless skies. Harriet Fulsom winked out of the projection, leaving only the afterimage of a massive porter’s mark.

“I’ve lost eyes on the target!” said the spotter. Slinger fire crackled across her comm, along with her choked scream.

“Black Fox, come in!” called Sharp. “Spotter, report!”

No response came.

Sharp pounded the dirt with a fist. “Damn it!”

A porter’s mark lit the hillside, and Harriet Fulsom appeared in their midst, slingers flaming. She riddled the nearest sniper with holes before vanishing once more. Only the smoky ligatures of her glyph remained, drifting away on the wind.

One of the snipers whipped out a slinger pistol, tracing his fatalist’s mark once more. Harriet appeared behind him, casually placing her weapon to his head and adding his blood to the sand. Nilah knew where this was going when Harriet disappeared once again, narrowly avoiding Sharp’s barrage of lance rounds. He traced his sigil and the earth rose around him, shielding his back, but it didn’t matter. Harriet flashed three more times, finally coming to rest beside him, and planted a slinger bolt through his lungs.

His once-strong hands shaking with rage, Sharp reached for her foot. She put a round through his face.

Surveying the bloody camp, Harriet’s eyes landed upon the imager. She walked over to the lens, growing larger with each stride until she could crouch beside it. Harriet turned and looked over the scene like she was checking the framing to ensure everything was clear.

“I think you should stop the playback, Miss Brio,” whispered Jackson, but Nilah placed her fingers over his lips to silence him.

Harriet gave the lens a hateful scowl, a face Nilah had never seen in the woman’s days as Claire Asby. “Dear Nilah Brio, I send you terms of exchange… and you send assassins.”

“Collin, pause,” Jackson’s voice quaked.

“I’m sorry, Agent Wilkinson,” said Collin, “but the ranking operative has expressed an implicit interest in continuing.”

Harriet brushed a strand of hair from her eyes, shaking her head. “I was absolutely planning to kill you and all of your friends, but your father would’ve survived the ordeal. He would’ve remembered his daughter the hero, but now…”

Blood beat in Nilah’s eardrums at the breakneck speed of her heart.

Harriet vanished, two seconds passed, and she reappeared, yanking Darnell Brio into view by his bloodstained collar. He’d been repeatedly assaulted, and sweat glistened across his dark brow. Calcifoam manacles locked his fingers into place, not that Darnell’s magic would’ve helped. He was a simple conjurer, and cheap trinkets wouldn’t extricate him from her hold.

“My daughter is dead, and you didn’t care enough about your father to save him,” said Harriet, speaking to the imager. “You know me. I would’ve kept my word. I didn’t have to do this.”

Nilah drew close to her father’s projection, and she longed to lay a hand across his cheek. “Don’t… Please.”

Harriet bared her teeth. “But it’s going to feel so good.”

She placed her hand to the back of Darnell’s head, tracing the porter’s mark with her other. She could’ve cast instantly like the other gods, but she wanted to stretch it out—make it last as long as possible. Harriet held out her hand, as if to catch drops of rain.

A gossamer spiderweb of red-tinged tissue appeared in her palm, and Darnell’s eyes rolled back in his head. Nilah screamed as her father began to convulse. Harriet hurled him against the packed earth, where his breath stirred the dust.

“I’ve always been a precise caster, and this,” said Harriet, holding the viscous pile aloft, “is the myelin sheath from every nerve in his head. I can’t imagine the sort of pain he must be feeling as his brain short-circuits.”

She flicked the gore aside and cast once more. Another small chunk of Darnell’s brain matter appeared in her hand. “This is the nerve bundle that enables him to go into shock. How are you feeling, Mister Brio? Is it enough to drive you insane?”

Nilah collapsed, crying out for her to stop, and a dark part of her heart hoped that Harriet would simply end it. Her father couldn’t scream—he couldn’t even manage the wherewithal to breathe as he gaped wordlessly in the dirt.

“Look at him, Nilah,” Harriet hissed. “This is your future!”

The whole world shook as she picked up the imager and said, “Wherever you are, you had better find the nearest airlock and jump out of it, because I’m coming for you.”

Another flash and she was gone.

It took Darnell Brio five long minutes to die while Nilah waited by his side, a universe away.

Nilah stumbled from the Special Branch liaison’s office in a shock. She briefly remembered Jackson Wilkinson touching her to stop her from leaving.

Her knuckles stung for some reason. Maybe she’d decked him.

The corridor pitched before her like a long mine shaft, a bottomless pit of starfarers rushing up and down, ferrying intelligence and cargo she could not care about.

“Miss Brio!” someone called to her, but if they didn’t know her well enough to use her first name, they could sod right off. She gave them a vulgar gesture to expedite their understanding.

“Miss Brio, you will stop now.” This time, the voice was more forceful, followed by a metallic clink that sounded a lot like a trip stick extending.

She turned to find a chunky military police officer, his mustache frosted by middle age—basically just a red-faced lump of tactical gear.

“We’ve had a report of an assault. You’re coming with us, and I’d like that to happen peacefully.”

She looked over his pathetic posture with reddened eyes. “Compass. Can’t touch me.”

“That’ll take some time to sort out,” said the cop, drawing a pair of calcifoam manacles as he approached. “I’ve got her,” he said, comm flashing in his ear.

A series of flashes and some flawless footwork later, and he was on the ground, clutching a bloody nose and shouting for her to stop. She didn’t run. She looked at him, wondering exactly what she’d done.

Every nerve in her body was raw after what she’d seen. She didn’t want to be touched, and she’d made herself clear.

More military police showed up, not asking questions, just whipping out trip sticks and heading straight for her. Nilah dodged into the first attacker, planting an elbow into the surprised woman’s sternum and hurling her by the ammunition harness. It was so much easier to throw a target with handles.

The scuff of combat boots signaled an attack from behind, and she tumbled away to avoid the assault. Their military discipline was good, but her strobing orange dermaluxes rained fiery punches down on any who dared her reach. She knocked aside weapons and blasted kicks across faces.

Rage got the better of Nilah, dredging up the ghosts of her most vicious combinations—the ones that killed, maimed, and blinded. Holding herself back was only causing a delay. It was time to get off this bloody ship. Get into the Flow. Kill Harriet.

One of the trip sticks glanced Nilah’s shoulder, seizing her left arm; her right fist was all she needed. Solar slingshot. She yanked the woman forward by the wrist and hip-tossed her, twisting mid-movement for a dislocating pop. Heat death. Strikes to either side of the cop’s throat sent her stumbling to the ground, choking. Extinction event. Nilah leapt into the air, coming down with both knees onto her opponent’s abdomen. Duraplast body armor buckled inward, and an easy maneuver had Nilah straddling her prey. Only one move left in the combo, and it rose into her body instinctively.

The void. Nilah drew back her good hand, the muscles of her fingers hardening into striking talons to blind her prey.

“No! Please!” the cop gasped, barely able to suck in enough air to enunciate the words.

Their eyes met, and Nilah’s heart faltered. The woman’s terrified expression was like a mirror. This couldn’t be who she’d become. This was an innocent person, only trying to do her job, and Nilah had done incredible violence to her. She wasn’t going to be allowed to walk away after this.

She’d dishonored her ship, her family name, and her father’s memory by fighting these people. That thought distracted her long enough that she caught a trip stick to the back.

“We are authorized for lethal force! Nilah Brio, by order of the admiralty, you will stand down or die!” barked one of the guards, and the others instantly leveled their slingers and encircled her.

She slowly raised her hands, but her head hung low. Before she’d left the ship, Cordell had explicitly warned her not to do anything foolish. She’d asked for special dispensation to learn of her father’s fate, then betrayed his orders.

Maybe he’d punish her. Maybe they’d leave her. Perhaps the Capricious would depart, taking Orna and the last people she loved away, disappearing into the swirling ink of space. No father. A cruel mother.

The guards wrenched her hands behind her and smashed them into a pair of calcifoam cuffs. Tears mercifully blurred their faces, and she shut her eyes tightly to close out the pain.

“And I’m telling you that if you call your bosses,” said Cordell, “I’m going to have your job for interfering in my classified mission.”

“Sir,” replied the datamancer, “this is Task Force Sixty. Everything we do is highly classified. I assure you that this is merely a formality, and—”

Boots grunted in annoyance and glanced around the data center. She clutched the Mostafa Journal in her hand, letting its worn edges dig into her palm. When she thought of her days in the military, it was too easy to remember the deadly sorties and tragic battles. She always forgot the “hurry up and wait” bureaucracy.

“How long is the call going to take?” she asked, interrupting the fellow, and he spluttered, clearly unaccustomed to anything but protocol.

“I simply need one hour to make the necessary arrangements—”

“Great,” she replied. “You can make them as soon as we leave, but we’re busy, understood?”

The datamancer looked at her through half-lidded eyes and held out his hand. “Let’s have it.”

She leaned in to check his name patch as she handed it over. “Thank you, Lieutenant… Sisson.”

“No problem,” he said, having just emphatically indicated that it was a problem. He took the cube and slotted it into his aggregator, then traced his glyph and laid his hands over the nearby crystal ball. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and concentrated.

“We’re just looking for the tag info in the corrupted headers,” said Cordell, obviously trying to parrot Kinnard’s analysis. The guy didn’t understand the Money Mill’s programmatic contracts, so Boots doubted he comprehended ancient video codecs much better.

“If you’ll give me a moment of silence, I can do that.” Lieutenant Sisson gave him a crass look. “I feel certain I can resuscitate most of the scattered data, Mister Lamarr.”

Cordell balked. “That’s Captain Lamarr, to you, LT.”

“Sorry, sir. We’re forbidden from recognizing the military ranks of civilian organizations,” said Sisson. “Causes confusion, you see.”

Cordell’s nostrils flared. “Then recognize that you’re speaking to two Compass operatives, and if you give me that lip one more time, I’ll have your ass in a sling. If I need to disappear someone, that’s backed by your government. Now ask me how they’ll feel about some light assault on a smart-ass LT.”

Sisson blanched and returned to his crystal ball, instantly digesting all the data on the cube. He realigned several other feeds from their archives for collation, got a complex data flow online in seconds. Boots watched with some nostalgia; Kin was excellent at data aggregation, but nothing beat real datamancy.

Sisson’s eyes flipped open. “What the hell is this?”

“None of your business,” said Boots. “And I want you to seal all of your records of our discussion at the highest level. Compass and above, only.”

Reluctantly, the lieutenant tapped a few buttons on his console, and the interface became ringed with a red TOP SECRET COMPARTMENTED INFORMATION: MOUNTAIN border. “I’m sure I could be of a lot more help if I was briefed on this intel.”

“Not happening, Sisson,” said Boots. “Been burned by too many leaks. Now if we could just get those tags from the header file, we’ll be on our way.”

Sisson chewed his lip. “Okay, but here’s the thing… Those messages are physically fractured, so the galactic coords are hard to find. I could take the week or so to decode them—”

“Do it,” said Cordell.

“Or,” said Sisson, “I could take this time stamp and run it through analysis to get a much better coordinate. Galaxy tags get you a system and planet. Astrogation triangulation gets you the planet, system, time of day, and mean sea level.”

He keyed up the empty segment where Mostafa was running through the open grassy field, then froze it on a clear view of the sky. “See the stars? We’ll get the location from those. That’ll take me about ten minutes.”

Smile broadening, Cordell nodded. “That’s what I’m talking about, son.”

Sisson began frenetically rerouting data across the surface of his crystal ball, attaching even more projections of various models and databases with glimmering threads. “I’m mostly sure I’ve got a lock on the coordinates, but… this is pretty weird. Given the grass, I would’ve thought this was a civilized system, but I can’t seem to find it in our archives.”

Boots’s heart jumped. “So even the military hasn’t heard of this world?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Sisson, scowling. “I’ve got to get authentication codes for the Athana archives. I’ll be right back.” He rushed off into the cacophony of the Ambrosini data center, juking past the fifty or so other datamancers hard at work at their stations.

“The Athana?” Boots repeated, as soon as he was out of earshot.

Cordell shrugged. “Don’t ask me. If you haven’t heard of it, I sure as hell haven’t.”

The lieutenant returned, carting a small chest with a wicked-looking pair of locks across the front. Yellow caution stripes ran along each seam like poisonous snakes, along with a warning label: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Boots recognized the locks from her military days—the sort they kept the orbital defense codes inside. One false move picking that lock could result in instant vaporization.

“What’s the Athana?” asked Boots.

“Space station,” said Sisson. “Top-level archives maintained by an independent order. If there’s a secret, they know it, or it’s a secret for good.”

“So you’re telling me the Taitutians have a super-archive that’s bigger than the Special Branch?” asked Boots, a little incredulous.

“Not Taitutian,” said Sisson.

“Who are they?” asked Cordell.

“That’s above my pay grade. All I know is that we only get a few queries each month, and the fact that you’re with Compass means I get to use it,” the lieutenant replied.

She beckoned him for more information. “You don’t know who owns it? Where it is?”

“Nope,” said Sisson. “And before you ask, Compass clearance won’t get you there.”

“You’d better be right about that,” said Cordell.

Sisson sighed. “Take it up with the rear admiral. Tell her I said no. Can I do my job now?”

Boots and Cordell waited patiently while he slotted the Athana data crystal and started threading in a remote connection. She leaned in a little closer to get a look at Sisson’s projection, and he jerked the screen away in annoyance.

“Sorry,” she said, and he ignored her.

“Ah…” said the lieutenant. “I can’t believe it.”

Cordell scratched the side of his nose. “Can’t believe what?”

“These coordinates correspond to a world listed in the Athana database, but it’s not in any of the other GATO archives. This is a hell of a find.”

“A hell of a black site, you mean,” said Boots. “You’re not going to report this to anyone.”

“Captain, come in,” came Orna’s voice over their comms.

Cordell held up a finger for them to stop talking. “What is it?”

“I got a ping on our Compass dead drop,” she said, “so I linked us up and downloaded everything. Got a couple of messages from Agent Weathers.”

“And you didn’t get yelled at for breaking comms protocols?” asked Boots.

“We’re only receiving, not transmitting,” said Orna, “so it’s fine. Look, these are weird.”

Cordell exchanged a worried glance with Boots. “How so?”

“They’re recent, and addressed urgently to you, Captain,” said Orna. “And there are four”—a chime sounded in the background—“five. A new one just came in.”

“Patch the most recent one into my comm,” said Cordell.

“Kin,” said Orna, “play the transmission.”

“Are you sure?” asked Kin, his voice grating metallic for some reason.

“Kin, just do as she says,” said Boots.

Static crackled over the line—or was it flames? Heavy breathing came in long wheezes. “Lamarr. Not sure I’m getting out of here, so… you have to… to answer.”

Cedric Weathers didn’t sound good.

“Hacker cell was bigger than we thought—” He sputtered and sucked in a breath before steadying himself. “Had fingers in the archives. They’re going to attack the Fifth Fleet.”

Boots bit her lower lip. They were only hackers, he’d said. They’d take care of it, he’d said. They were a galaxy away; how could they possibly touch Boots and the Capricious from there?

She knew she was about to find out.

“They hacked—” Static and slinger fire rattled Agent Weathers’s comm, obscuring the phrase. “—ing to use it as a bomb!”

“Kin,” said Boots, her breath catching in her throat. “Can you scrub the noise from that message?”

“Are you sure you want that?” asked Kin. “Maybe we could talk about something else.”

“Why can’t you do as I asked?” said Boots.

“I can,” said Kin. “It’s a valid order that will endanger you. I can comply. It will bring you to harm. Do you confirm your request?”

She exchanged glances with the captain. “What kind of harm?”

“I cannot say,” said Kin. “Please cancel. This is for your own good.”

She looked to her captain for approval. “Whatever is in that garbled audio, it’s not going to change if we hear it, right? Danger is danger. We need to know.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” said Cordell.

“Scrub it, Kin,” said Boots.

Loud and clear, Special Agent Weathers said, “They hacked Kinnard while he was still in the archives. Still in control. They’ve got your ship, and they’re going to use it as a bomb.”

“I wish you hadn’t asked that, Lizzie.”

Red flashing light filled the complex, along with a single long klaxon. Then a computerized voice said, “Alert: Unauthorized long-range transmission detected, docking bay sixty-eight.”

Cordell looked at her with an expression of alarm that said, That’s our bay, Bootsie.

They’d sneaked a transmitter, in the form of Kinnard, onto the most highly classified fleet roaming the galaxy. The AI had access to all their systems: weapons, data, life support, navigation—the jump drive.

At the Masquerade, Armin Vandevere had become the first captain in history to take down a dreadnought by jumping into its core. The Children must’ve considered turnabout fair play—and would now send the Capricious straight into the Ambrosini.

Boots’s comm chimed once, and Kinnard’s voice crept into her ear. “Lizzie, they hadn’t activated me. If you still didn’t know, I could’ve stopped this.”

“Kin,” said Boots, “whatever they’ve done to you, I need you to fight it.”

“I tried to warn you,” he said, voice quivering. Could a machine feel sadness? “Tried to get you to run maintenance. I don’t want to do this to you. They’re making me.”

Her breath came in quickening bursts. How long did she have? “Disconnect from the ship, Kin.”

“Captain,” Orna cut in. “All the ship’s systems just came online! The jump drive is going crazy!”

“Shut it down!” said Cordell.

“I’m trying! There’s a hard-core AI in here—” The connection fizzled out, replaced with a single sonorous voice.

“Greetings to the crew of the Capricious.”

Boots must’ve heard that voice a dozen times. It’d played in her head over and over, ever since they’d retrieved the Mostafa Journal and watched it.

Henrick Witts.

“I’ve never wanted to kill anyone, but I’m excited about you lot. You’ve impeded my holy mission too many times. Goodbye, and good riddance.”

“Captain Lamarr,” announced a computerized voice. “Please contact the rear admiral’s office immediately.”

Cordell signaled Sisson, who keyed on a projection. The hologram of Rear Admiral Amanda Bishop spun to life before them, her stern, bony face like unforgiving crags.

“Lamarr,” she said, voice carrying an undercurrent of malice. “Explain why your ship is transmitting our coordinates before I jettison it from the docking bay.”

“It’s under attack, sir,” said Cordell. “Witts got a rogue AI on board, and it’s trying to take over the jump drive.”

The admiral turned to Sisson. “You there, Lieutenant. You’re a datamancer. How long will it take the jump drive on a marauder-class vessel to spin up?”

“One minute,” said Sisson.

“I see. Captain, you have thirty seconds before I destroy your ship in its docking bay cradle.”

Cordell stammered. “O—our mechanist on the inside will get control of it!”

Her expression was impassive. “I await your all-clear call. Until then, I will not jeopardize the lives of this crew with an enemy AI in control of a jump drive. Twenty-two seconds. Docking bay boarding gunnery sergeant, target the ADF Capricious and fire on my mark.”

Sisson looked nervously between them and keyed up a countdown in true datamancer fashion.

Cordell went back to pleading with the admiral while Boots tried every local comm channel back to the ship, praying one wasn’t blocked.

“Orna!” she’d call, and switch. Again.

“I’m here!” said Orna. “I’m fighting him for control!”

Boots pressed her comm into her ear, cupping the mic to keep external noise down. She had to be as clear as possible. “Listen, they’re going to blow you up in, uh, fifteen seconds if you don’t confirm that jump drive offline.”

“I don’t blame them,” huffed Orna. The clatter of panel faces and wiring harnesses echoed over the line. She must’ve been tearing the bridge apart. “I’ll have it off in twenty!”

“We just need twenty seconds, Admiral,” said Cordell. “Do not destroy my ship. I am a Compass operative, and I’m invoking—”

Bishop’s shoulders rose and fell. “We’ve had quite enough of Compass today. I understand your situation, but this can’t be helped. Five seconds.”

“I need more time!” Orna said into Boots’s ear.

But there was no more time, and Rear Admiral Bishop wasn’t the compromising sort. Boots watched the woman’s projection raise her arm to signal for weapons free, and blurted the words, “She’s got the drive offline! Don’t shoot! She has the drive offline!”

Technically a lie.

Thinking again, Boots decided that it was actually a lie.

But Bishop stayed her hand. “Scanners! Confirm the Capricious isn’t prepping to jump.”

“It’s still charging!” came a voice in the background, and Bishop wheeled on Boots with a snarl.

“I’ll have you court-martialed for that. Gunnery, prepare to—”

“I’ve got the drive down!” shouted Orna. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

But Boots couldn’t simply say the same thing twice. Bishop would order them to fire, thinking she was lying again. So she screamed it at the projection, flailing her arms to get their attention. “She got the drive offline! Please! I’m telling the truth! Do not kill my friends!”

Every face in the intel center turned to face her, and Boots turned beet red. The part of her mind that’d been trained in military protocol, chain of command, and proper subordination attempted to shrivel up and die. Whenever the admiral tried to speak, Boots would scream again, interrupting her. Sometimes she would sing the phrase—anything to hold their attention. Finally, the furious officer severed the connection.

But she didn’t fire, at least, Boots thought, as the most awkward silence of her military career descended over the bullpen.

Cordell gaped at her in absolute horror. He didn’t look mad—after all, she’d saved his crew—but any serenity had been scoured from his being.

She winced at him. “I panicked?”

An insistent beeping filled the room—another call from the bridge. Sisson tapped a button, and Bishop reappeared, hair slightly askew from where she’d probably pulled it.

“Your quartermaster indeed regained control of the Capricious, and it will be spared,” said Bishop. “Our scanners show the ship has gone completely dark.”

“Thank you,” said Cordell.

The admiral turned to face Boots. “What is it you’re called again? Socks?”

“Boots. Boots Elsworth.”

“Well, Boots, you’re under arrest for disrupting operations during lawful combat duties, under Article Sixteen of the GATO Uniform Code. You endangered ten thousand souls to save your friends,” said Bishop. “How does forty-five days in the brig sound to you?”

At least my still-living friends will get to visit me, Boots thought, but kept it to herself. “As long as we’re somewhere else when Henrick Witts gets our coordinates, I’ll live, ma’am.”

“We’re well aware of the security breach,” said the admiral, her Taitutian continental accent coming out when she didn’t have to sound so mean. “And we’ll have to coordinate a jump, which will cost significant resources. Rest assured, your leadership at Compass will be reprimanded for redirecting the course of a fleet. Your days as agents are done.”

Boots gulped. It was hard to imagine getting off the Ambrosini any time soon after an incident like this. Jumping a single ship was expensive. Jumping a fleet consumed millions of argents’ worth of fuel and resources. Still, it was better than a space battle worth billions. She’d just have to pay it off by cooling her heels in the brig.

“So we’re getting underway soon, right?” she asked.

“Miss Elsworth,” said the admiral, “have you ever commanded a fleet? No? Then your opinion isn’t necessary. Henrick Witts will never come close to Task Force Sixty for two reasons: jumps take time, and we’ll be long gone, and even if he did manage to catch up with us… our jump cannons would blow his ships apart before they even emerged from the Flow. We have time to plan, so our next jump won’t be wasted like this one. Give our guests an armed escort to the brig. Shoot them if they try anything else.”

The call terminated, and Sisson wrinkled his nose. He looked at Boots apologetically before drawing his sidearm. A few others gathered at his side, similarly armed.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to relieve you of your weapons.”

Boots wasn’t satisfied with the admiral’s assurances. Witts had tipped his hand the second Kin activated. He would’ve known Task Force Sixty would go on high alert and jump away. That also meant he’d lose his valuable sleeper agent on board the Capricious, a high cost for an impotent move.

But what if he didn’t have to use a jump drive to get around? It took time for a ship to travel through the Flow, but a teleportation spell was instantaneous. Task Force Sixty would take a few days to arrive at its next destination, but with enough juice behind her, Harriet Fulsom could move Bastion in the blink of an eye.

What if the day Cordell feared most had finally come, and all the Gods of the Harrow had focused their attention on their tiny starship?

The klaxons sounded once more as warning flashers popped out of every wall. The admiral’s voice boomed from every loudspeaker:

“Battle stations! Battle stations! All hands man your battle stations. Stand by for combat gravity.”







Chapter Eight

Bastion
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The intel offices swirled into a burst of activity as every workstation went into targeting mode. Projections appeared from all angles, and each member of the intel group dropped backward into a datamancy throne, ready to relay reports from across the galaxy.

Combat handholds ejected from the walls as gravity diminished to less than one-sixth of normal. Non-intel personnel began making superhuman leaps to race for their stations. Fire kits and first-aid stations flipped out from hidden recesses, ready to serve the crew in the event of catastrophic damage. Courier bots emerged, pincered arms eager to accept data cubes and take them to ready rooms across the ship.

Boots jumped out of the way as one of them raced underfoot, almost breaking her ankle.

“It’s your lucky day. No time to arrest you now. If you’re not combat trained, get out of the way,” said Sisson, pulling a set of sims together and hooking their models across a tangle of data. “Courier bots don’t move for you—you move for them.”

A sure-footed fellow, a lieutenant commander, emerged onto the bullpen balcony above Boots and Cordell, hair cropped close and black boots shining. “What have we got?” he shouted to all assembled.

“Single unidentified craft!” responded one of the intel people in the back. “Looks like Bastion.”

“Why didn’t the jump guns take it out?” asked the man.

“It just appeared, sir!” The officer at the scanner station struggled to make sense of what she was seeing. “No jump strobe.”

“It’s teleportation,” Boots said to Cordell.

A projection appeared in the air above everyone’s heads: a tremendous, bright white hull, its spokes swept backward like a falling star. Two of the spokes were unfinished, skeletal to the hilt with metal struts and glowing components jutting out at odd angles. Its central mass was at least as large as the Ambrosini, etched with thousands of arcane conduits. Glittering drones rotated around the rear-swept points of the star, and Boots understood exactly what they were for: casting glyphs the size of a PGRF racetrack. It was a repeat of the Winnower Fleet design and the Harrow, but much more advanced.

“We’re hailing them,” the nearest starfarer called across the bullpen.

“Let’s hear it,” said the lieutenant commander.

A chime filled the intel group. “This is Rear Admiral Amanda Bishop of the Taitutian National Service Ambrosini. You have approached within attack distance of our vessel, and will disarm and prepare for boarding—or be in violation of GATO treaties. Any attempt to resist will be construed as an act of war, and we will show no mercy.”

Boots watched in awe as wings of fighters erupted from Task Force Sixty like angry bees from a hive, streaking across the projection. Reports came flooding into the central aggregator from the dozen intel personnel. The new information merged with the projection, identifying possible weak spots, hard defense points, theoretical weapons capabilities, and more.

Boots looked to Cordell to find his worried eyes on the massive craft in their midst.

“Let’s hope this son of a gun just made the last mistake of his life,” he muttered.

“He doesn’t make mistakes,” Boots replied.

“Ambrosini, this is Grand Admiral Henrick Witts, of the space station Bastion. You’re a striker fleet, but today, you have a humanitarian mission—save the thousands of lives on board your vessels by surrendering those ships to me.”

The lieutenant commander on the balcony above Boots laughed. “This ought to be a good show, folks. Tell the bridge we’ve identified eighty-six structural weak points, and we’re dispersing the runners now.”

Caution lights illuminated various floor tiles, and crew members jumped out of the way for courier bots. The intel group couldn’t radio the classified information for fear of being intercepted, but the runners rocketed to their destinations.

“Do we know who’s on the ship?” said the commander.

“Not yet, sir!” came an answer from the bullpen. “Working on it.”

“Let’s assume the worst, then: Witts and his whole crew. Get me the list of active Gods of the Harrow and their spells,” said the lead officer. “Drop them on the aggregator so everyone has this at their fingertips.”

Six faces emerged from the aether: Captain Harriet Fulsom—porter; Captain Chul Jeon—mechanist; Captain Ota Novak—trickster; Captain Nsia Owusu—conjurer; Captain Zinerva Slatkin—conductor; Admiral Henrick Witts—usurer. Boots knew the last one to be wrong. She wasn’t sure what Witts was after his sojourn to the Vogelstrand, but he wasn’t a simple ship’s doctor anymore.

She was about to tell them so when Bastion’s drones began spinning about its points, drawing a glyph. The aggregator identified it as the conjurer’s mark. Intel stations barked out stats on the glyph, relaying them to the rest of the crew.

“We’ve got a match with admiralty records, sir!” Sisson called up to the lieutenant commander. “That’s Captain Nsia Owusu’s glyph.”

The commanding officer opened his mouth to speak but stopped dead when he saw the massive, spiky asteroid emerge from empty space before the fleet. Once more, the drones of Bastion spun, this time painting the conductor’s mark on open space—they planned to shove the huge rock at the Ambrosini.

“All hands brace for evasive maneuvers!” came a voice over the intercom, and Boots and Cordell grabbed on to the nearest combat grav handholds.

The projectile came hurtling toward the fleet’s center mass at a devastating speed. Destroyers crackled with pink energies as they spun their jump drives for a flash maneuver. The Ambrosini, being at the edge of the formation, went full burn, its rocket rumble filling the hull with a deafening roar. Boots’s guts stretched uncomfortably as the gravity drive accordioned to keep up with the sudden inertial demand.

And once more, Bastion began to cast.

The light of the trickster’s mark filled the projection—a spell that enabled the caster to redirect and smear magical energies at their whim.

Hijacked by godly magic, the first destroyer to jump leapt directly into the path of the spiky asteroid. Its silver hull burst like a water balloon against the surface, spilling globes of fire and wild magic across the rock face.

“The Grey Dawn is down!”

“We won’t get clear in time! Incoming!”

“Impact in five seconds!”

“Brace! Brace! Brace!”

Gritting her teeth, Boots threaded her metal arm through the handhold and grabbed on to Cordell’s leather captain’s jacket, bunching it in her regraded steel fingers. They locked eyes, and he gave her a desperate look. Task Force Sixty didn’t stand a chance.

The room took a sharp left turn as the spiked asteroid slammed into the back of the Ambrosini.

The force of the blow nearly took Boots’s arm from its socket, but she held Cordell tight to the handhold. Anyone not strapped down went flying into the far wall, battered against furniture, consoles, and debris—bones snapped, joints reversed, and heads bashed.

Sisson wasn’t at his station anymore. The lieutenant commander was a crumpled heap against the mezzanine bulkhead. Casualties ship-wide would be traumatic—they wouldn’t be fighting any time soon, if at all. The projection overhead chopped and fizzled, and in it, Boots saw the Ambrosini spinning lazily in the wake of the asteroid’s passing, its primary thrusters sheared from their mounts. Despite the advanced gravity drive, they couldn’t compensate for the hit. Had Nilah and the others lived through the blow?

“B-Boots,” Cordell coughed, and she let him go, realizing she’d been choking him by the collar. If his jacket hadn’t been leather, it would’ve torn right off him.

“All sections, damage report—” came the voice of the bridge.

No responses were forthcoming.

“Witts’s whole gang is here, Captain,” Boots said, straightening up against the nearby console. “We’ve got to go.”

He gave her a pained look, massaging his neck. “I’m all ears, but the jump drive is offline. Even if it wasn’t, how the hell do we get past that trickster’s mark?”

Boots surveyed the decimated intel division—the remaining officers picking themselves up in a daze—and plucked the Athana data crystal from its contacts. This entire fleet was about to be captured, and she’d be damned if she let the link to humanity’s most classified archive fall into enemy hands. She jammed the Mostafa Journal into one jacket pocket and the Athana into the other.

“We fought through the trash bubble outside Clarkesfall for five years, Captain,” she said. “We can get out of this. Now let’s go.”

Chaos dominated the corridors beyond—fires, bodies, and debris littered the hallways.

They reached a wide thoroughfare, and a half dozen vehicles went thundering past, bound for damage control on basically everything. Water streamed into the hall, covering the decks in an ankle-deep river. The initial hit must’ve ruptured the vessel’s valuable reservoir. Dozens of personnel lay unconscious, many of them facedown throughout the ship. Every minute medical help was delayed, more starfarers were going to die from drowning.

“—nyone?” came a weak signal over Boots’s comm. “Come in.”

Thank god. Orna.

Cordell stopped and said, “Sokol, is that you? What’s your status?”

“The jamming stopped,” she huffed. “Comms are open. Missus Jan and I heard the brace warning and jumped in the crash couches. Hurt like hell, though.”

“Tell me about it,” he said. “I’ve got Boots here. We’re alive. No major damage. How’s my big boy?”

“No major damage to the Capricious. The docking clamps are sheared off and he’s sitting on his belly, though. One more hit like that, and he’ll be smashed. Jump drive is down—the control board is fried.” Then, a pause. “If I have to boot up the ship, I’ll need to destroy Kin. I’m sorry, Boots.”

A needle of ice pierced her heart, and Boots replied weakly, “Don’t. Please, if you can save him…”

“I’ll try. Have you heard from Hunter Two?” asked Orna. “She’s not responding on comms.”

“Not yet,” said Cordell, pulling out his slinger and checking the mag. “They haven’t finished us off, so expect boarders while they take out the other destroyers. They’re going to want to loot what they can from the Ambrosini—ciphers, plans, and so on. Probably want the tech for those jump guns, too.”

“That has to be what this is about. They didn’t bring Bastion for just us.” Boots drew her own slinger, loaded up with flame rounds. She nodded to Cordell, and they slogged through the corridor. “Orna, we’re trying to link up with the other crew. Can you locate Hunter Two from the ship?”

Orna drew in a sharp breath. “Hell no! I’m going to find her, myself.”

“Listen, Sokol,” said Cordell. “Boots is right. You can’t be in two places at once. You and Missus Jan prep to launch. We can’t stay on this vessel, and you’re the only one who can get us ready to split.”

“Cap, no! She might be dying, and you can’t ask me to—”

“Did you just say ‘no’ to me, Miss Sokol?” Cordell’s voice sent a shiver up Boots’s spine. Despite their desperate circumstances, he took the time to enunciate every word.

“Sorry, sir, I—”

“Do as I say or we all die. Waste my time again in a life-or-death situation, and I’ll teach you what it means to be sorry.”

Only the gush of waterfalls from fractured pipes filled Boots’s ears for the long silence.

“Acknowledged,” came Orna’s reply, then a buzz as the call terminated.

Boots surveyed the thoroughfare for their location. They were a few decks below the docking bay and half a ship away. She spied an overturned tram cart near a stack of toppled transit cases, its wheels still spinning. She sloshed over to it and began trying to push it back onto its base.

“Move,” said Cordell, frustration tinting his voice. He traced out his glyph, and a blue shield coalesced in front of him. He held up his palm, and his magic bashed the side of the cart, flipping it over.

A waterlogged soldier lay strapped to the driver’s seat, his neck twisted at an awkward angle from where the vehicle had landed on him. Together, they unbuckled him and dragged him clear before hopping on.

“They better not take out gravity,” Boots grumbled, making a three-point turn. “I’m not down to drown in midair.”

“Just drive.”

They splashed along the corridor, past wreckage, weaving around bodies and desperate medical crews. A long klaxon sounded out, followed by three short whistles.

“All hands, all hands, this is acting Commander Hutchton. The admiral is dead. Abandon ship. I repeat. All hands abandon ship.”

“At least they’re showing some damned sense,” said Cordell as Boots veered around a downed loading mech. “Should’ve jumped instead of using thrusters.”

Boots nodded. “You saw how well that worked out for that destroyer, sir. You always said there was no room for regret on the battlefield.”

“And so I did.”

A flash lit the junction behind them. Boots craned her aching neck to see a trio of tan battle armors with heavy slingers teleport onto the scene. Without a second’s pause, they started mowing down any soldiers slow enough to catch. One of them spun and leveled its slinger toward the cart.

Boots swerved, barely avoiding a discus round. “Crap!”

“Drive!” Cordell scratched out his glyph and leapt onto the flatbed, a shield appearing between them and a volley of fire. He batted aside two white discs, each of them notching his shield as they passed. He could redirect a discus, but he’d never stop one.

Boots skidded around the next turn, splashing a wave of gray water in her wake. She glanced over her shoulder to see them loping after her in hot pursuit. If this was Witts’s new combat force, he’d been inspired by Orna. The bots scrabbled for her, leaping onto the wall to take the corner at full speed.

Cordell knocked away another stray round. “Floor it, goddamn it!”

Boots pressed the pedal harder, willing it to pass through the floorboard and into higher revs, but it was an industrial vehicle with a speed limiter. The armors gained on her with each merciless second. Up ahead, the passageway widened out into the ship’s central atrium, a duraplast railing standing between them and a long fall.

She glanced back at Cordell. “Captain, you can survive any fall, right?”

“What?” His eyes went wide. “Oh.”

She clenched her jaw as they barreled toward the balcony’s edge. “Hope you can catch me.”

Boots noticed three things as they slammed into the railing: one, the ship’s atrium had turned into a full-blown slugfest, with slinger rounds streaking everywhere; two, tan battle armors skittered across the walls like hordes of spiders; three, the duraplast railing was a lot stronger than she thought it would be.

The cart came to a stop. Boots and Cordell didn’t.

Thousands of running lights pitched in her view as she tumbled forward over the steering wheel and into the wide-open space of the atrium. Her pilot’s instincts told her which way was up in the nauseating fall, for all the good it would do without thrusters. Cordell grabbed her, wrapped her in a one-handed embrace, and they went flailing. Blue light blinded her. Then came the jarring halt and a metallic crash.

They rolled to a stop atop a crushed suit of tan armor, its chest cavity collapsed and leaking blood—whoever had made these hadn’t hardened them as much as Charger. Its claws twitched at its sides, and Boots scooted off it, ready to bolt if whoever was inside wasn’t dead. Water poured down around her ears, and she cast about, trying to orient herself in the flood. Two more suits spun to face them, their slingers loaded for bear, and Cordell rolled to his feet, pummeling them both with his shield to knock them back.

“Run!” he shouted, grabbing the stunned Boots and yanking her through a curtain of water as slinger bolts sizzled past.

The bots gave chase, and on foot, Boots and Cordell didn’t stand a chance. Metallic claws wrapped around Boots’s neck, and she gasped as the monstrous armor shoved them both into the flooded deck. Water filled her airway, gagging her. The bot manhandled her onto her back, bright lights blinding her as she spluttered.

“Thought that might be the case. Got a positive ID on Boots Elsworth,” came a voice through a tinny speaker in the chest. “Is that Lamarr?”

Beside her, the other bot planted a metal foot on Cordell’s chest, and he cried out in pain. The battle armor lowered its slinger to his face, the round charging with a high-pitched whine. “Yeah. Not for long, though.”

Cordell shouted into the barrel of the slinger with everything left in his lungs, bracing for the end. A streak of red smashed into the pair of suits like a bloody cyclone, ripping and rending, blasting their chest plates with its slinger—and Boots recognized the outline of Charger. Before she could speak, it grabbed her and Cordell by their collars, yanking them into a nearby maintenance access hatch.

Her elbow ached, and she looked down to find a huge, fibrous scrape on the side of her Rook Velocity mechanic’s jacket. Raw anger shot through her. “That guy out there scuffed my elbow, Orna. Kill him again for me.”

Charger knelt down, placing a finger to where its mouth should’ve been.

“Shut it, Boots,” Cordell growled. “Damn it, Sokol. I told you to wait on the ship.”

The armor’s chest popped open to reveal an empty pilot’s seat.

“H-homed in,” Orna huffed, “on your comms. See? Can… be in two places… at once.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Boots. “Why are you talking like that?”

“Hacked Teacup. Found Ni-Nilah’s circlet data source. Piloting. Think brig,” said Orna. “Repairing jump drive. P-piloting Charger… T-takes brain, uh…”

“Power?” Boots completed the sentence, and Charger nodded.

The armor stood, its chest cavity still hanging open. “Yeah. Hard… because… Teacup is trash.”

“You know where Nilah is?”

“Homed on circlet,” said Orna. “Like comms. Brig, maybe. Found twins and Malik, too. Still alive, headed to me. Take over Charger?”

Cordell gave Boots a worried glance. “Orna Sokol wants one of us in her battle armor? Something ain’t right.”

“D-damn it, Cap! Trying to mount a rescue here! Moving him to local control.” Charger’s lenses went green. Without the burden of operating two bots, as well as repairs, Orna spoke much more clearly. “I don’t want this any more than you, Boots, but everyone comes home today. I’ll get over it.”

They exchanged glances, and Cordell said, “You should jump in. I’ve got magic to protect myself. Without the Midnight Runner, you’re considerably squishier.”

It sucked when he put it like that, but there was no time to split hairs. She stepped up onto Charger’s leg stirrups, clumsily turning around so she could put her back against the cushion. The armor snapped closed around her, shoving her paunch into her diaphragm.

“This isn’t made for women my size,” Boots wheezed as the articulating rings slithered around her fingers. Imager feeds painted the screens in front of her face, rendering the world in hyper-colorful tones.

“Quit whining,” said Orna. “You’re about to have the ride of your life.”

“Charger is now under your control!” came the cheerful voice of a young boy. Boots had never asked about it. She didn’t want to know. “Here to help, Boots!”

Cordell waved his hand in front of Charger’s lenses, rendered for Boots in distressing detail—there was almost too much to take in. Every sensor fed into projections before her eyes, creating a full field of view that was somehow realer than real. She’d heard Nilah speak about syncing with Charger with a starry gaze. Now that Boots was inside the great metal beast, she could see why. If only she had magic of her own, so she could’ve felt everything a mechanist would’ve.

She examined her metallic talons, impressed with their dexterity. “Can I still move him around okay without your headband?”

“It’s a circlet.” Orna’s voice was much clearer through Charger’s top-of-the-line sound system. “And yes. You just don’t get any of the advanced stuff.”

“What’s the advanced stuff?” asked Boots, and about two thousand lines of text filled her HUD.

“Charger has functions!” said Charger.

“Uh, yeah, no,” said Boots. “I’m going to get killed in this thing. Can’t I have Teacup? You called it basic.”

One of the tan battle armors came sweeping around the corner of the corridor, both barrels hot. Without Boots’s foreknowledge, understanding, or even consent, Charger whipped the slinger from its back and sawed the thing in half with a stream of hot magic bolts. It’d moved her so fluidly that Boots was half-convinced she’d developed superhuman reflexes and shot the armor herself.

“Yes, Teacup is basic,” said Orna. “As in, it doesn’t have joint angle safeties, so if you’re not a mechanist, you might roll your elbow backward or yank your leg out of socket. Only Nilah can handle her.”

Boots imagined spinning her own head from her shoulders and agreed with Orna’s assessment.

Having blown their location, they rushed up the hallway and into a side room—a storage closet, by the looks of the stacked duraplast crates. Cordell locked the door, and they turned off the lights. Charger’s lenses automatically compensated for Boots, adjusting her surroundings to be bright as a sunny day.

“Just point your slinger at anyone you want dead and pull the trigger,” said Orna. “Charger will handle recoil comp and targeting. I’ve tracked Sleepy’s comms to a briefing room two decks up, aft side. They’re pinned down, and they could use your assistance.”

“Charger knows how to find them!” came the boy’s voice.

A waypoint appeared in Boots’s vision, just over a hundred meters out. A stripe of glowing paint appeared in Boots’s overlay, leading the way.

“Stick to the side halls and the shadows,” said Cordell.

“For that, use Charger’s stealth mode,” said Orna. “If you have to kill someone, get close and let his talons do the rest. If you must shoot someone, you know what to do.”

“So we’ll fetch Mister Jan and the Ferriers,” said Cordell. “That just leaves Nilah.”

“I’m piloting Teacup to her, but there’s a lot of structural interference,” said Orna. “And this AI is heavy on the ‘artificial’ and light on the ‘intelligence.’”

Cordell nodded. “Once you get Teacup to her, you get the Capricious back online.”

“It’ll take me some time to untangle Kin without hurting him,” said Orna.

“You have until we reach the ship.” Cordell gave Boots a sympathetic look. “Then I want those engines hot.”

“Don’t scratch my paint, Boots,” said Orna.

Stretching her legs, Boots pulled Charger up to its full height, taller than she had ever been before. She found herself looking down on Cordell and spied a bald spot in the dead center of his scalp; she hadn’t ever noticed it when she was shorter than him. The captain looked up at her with something like worry.

“Just leave it to us,” said Boots, flexing Charger’s claws and drawing out its slinger. She’d never felt more badass in her life. “We’ll bring the others back in one piece.”

Then she marched straight for the door and into a wall with a loud bang.

“What was that?” asked Orna.

“Explosions,” lied Boots. “Lot of fire down here.”

“Do not get blown up,” said Orna.

“Count on me,” she replied, and when she walked for the door once more, she involuntarily ducked, slipping through without incident.

“Charger is helping!” said the robot.

When Boots tried to walk down the hallway, Charger sank low, forcing her legs to make unnaturally soft movements.

Upon approaching the nearest intersection, a pair of battle armors rounded the corner, slingers at the ready. Boots raised her weapon, but when she clicked the trigger, Charger bolted forward.

“Oh, no.”

Charger sunk low before racing across the ground and leaping up onto the wall in a graceful corkscrew. It came down blasting away at the chest plate of the nearest attacker before rushing the remaining bot, using the first’s body as a shield. Closing the distance, it ripped off the armor’s toffee-colored head before sinking a claw through its chest. Boots drew back her arm, which dripped with gore, and examined it in horror.

“Charger is helping!” repeated the bot, and Boots whimpered.

“What was wrong with using the slinger?” asked Boots, dazed from her assault.

“PAK levels too low,” said the chipper bot. “Charger needed to get creative.”

“‘PAK’?” Boots repeated.

“Probability All Kill.”

Her hips burned and her shoulders ached; she’d be a wreck in the morning, provided she survived. “What. Is. Happening?”

“It’s easy mode,” said Orna. “You get to make the decisions, but Charger won’t be relying on you in combat. Keeps things simple.”

“Are you at least going to let me shoot?”

Orna laughed. “God, no. You’ll hit a friendly. Now stay off my comm. I’ve got to murder some people with this trash my girl built, and I need to concentrate.”

“Nice work, Bootsie,” said Cordell, gently patting Charger’s back with a clank. “You’re a natural.”

They crept along passageways, following Orna’s illuminated path until they reached a set of elevator shafts with sealed doors. Boots easily pried them open.

“Says we’re supposed to climb up,” she said, leaning in to examine the illuminated pathway projected onto her HUD. It ran up the wall with a couple of nauseating circles emblazoned with the words JUMP POINT.

Boots remembered riding on the bot’s back while it jumped through the buildings of Mercandatta Station, and how she’d managed to throw up all over its exterior. Orna would certainly gut her if she did the same to the interior.

Torrential rain fell through the shaft from the ruptured water tanks above, and Boots watched it splash into a deep pool before her. That couldn’t be right. The shaft below would only be full of water if the lower decks were entirely flooded.

Then she remembered: that’s where the brig was, and Nilah. What if she was trapped but not drowned? What if every second counted, and Charger was the closest aid? It would survive the water—those pressurized seals worked in space, so a small lake was nothing.

As if sensing her quandary, Cordell climbed up onto her back. “We’ve got to get a move on, Bootsie. Orna said she’d rescue Nilah. You really think you’ll do a better job?”

“You’re probably right.”

“I know I am,” said Cordell. “Now let’s get out of here before more of those bots show up.”

Nilah awoke in a daze, head throbbing and joints on fire. There had been klaxons, a warning to brace, and… something. She couldn’t quite remember. One minute, she’d been gazing out of the prison shield, and the next, she was on the ground with what felt like a knife in her eyes.

She smelled singed hair, and her face was a little cooked. Picking herself up with eyes screwed shut, she realized she’d been thrown against the hot energy shield. The barriers were designed to absorb all sorts of kinetic attacks, so it must’ve caught her and pitched her back against the cell wall.

She shook her head and forced her eyes open. There was something wrong with her cell barrier; the magic was milky and blurred. She couldn’t make out any details beyond. Then, she saw the bubbles. Water boiled outside her cell, a layer of steam striking the energy field as it tried to get inside. Convection currents brought the silhouette of a drowned guard sweeping up the front of the shield before the corpse disappeared into the depths beyond.

She took a few teetering steps backward. “What the bloody…”

She called out for help, her voice weak from the hit, but who would hear her? If the brig outside was flooded, no one would be listening. There were imagers in her cell, but they were probably monitored by the nearby guard station. It was hard to imagine those people would be dry in all this.

Nilah shook her head to clear away the stars. She crept closer to the shield, trying to peer through the arcing energy field, but she couldn’t make out much. The containment was wearing thin in places, but it still held fast—for now.

For the second time in her life, she needed to hack her way out of a starship brig. When she’d tried it on the Capricious, it’d shocked the piss out of her, but she’d experienced a lot of military systems since then. She only prayed she could be more delicate about it this time; after the first hit against the side of the cell, she wasn’t sure she’d survive a good zapping. Hopefully, the water had taken out the dispersers.

Tracing her mechanist’s glyph, she placed her hand against the wall beside the shield, feeling for a connection to any of the underlying circuitry. A tendril of her spell snagged on a single chip, and she wound inside to search for any openings.

Instead of trying to dismantle the system, she searched out its other connections in the hopes that it wouldn’t react. She found a two-way data connection used for reporting cell status and rode it to a central repository. A defense program gently prodded at her, trying to ascertain her purpose, but didn’t attack.

“Easy, now. Let’s see what you’re guarding.”

The repository brimmed with ship alerts, including a flood warning. The primary reservoir had cracked, dumping a lake down through the Ambrosini, flooding all the lower decks. She was able to find a map and located herself at the very bottom.

And that was game. If she popped her force field, the water would crush her unprotected body instantly.

“Damn it.”

She searched through the other data feeds, looking for anything to help her, but only found cells filled with dead or dying prisoners. She managed to catch a stray message across the feed, broadcasting from the alerts server.

>>UNDER ATTACK BY BASTION

>>ALL LOST

>>HOSTILES DESTROYING RETREATING SHIPS

>>NEED EVAC SUPPORT

>>REQUESTING FLEET INTERVENTION

>>CURRENT LOCATION: [VIEW GALTAG]

>>AWAITING ACKNOWLEDGMENT [ATTEMPT: 62]

The water, the damage, the death—there were ten thousand souls on the Ambrosini. The rest of the armada would be worse.

“No…”

That meant she was probably alone down there, maybe on the whole ship. What if they’d killed everyone and left her to slowly suffocate inside a derelict hulk? This section was flooded, after all—there would be no survivors. The capital ship suddenly felt like a very large coffin. No help; just empty space and failing life support.

The message repeated ten seconds later with a sixty-three. Nilah timed it and did the math. They must’ve been under attack for about ten minutes—a lifetime in combat, but not enough time to clean up the stragglers. Was Orna alive out there?

The defense program came snaking after her, and Nilah retreated, throwing up blocks of nonsense code for it to devour. The program grew bloated, and when it was stretched thin, she sliced it open. She’d always had the most finesse when she was furious, and she was getting quite good at hacking.

When she returned to the cell feeds, she found a system beginning to fail. Eidolon cores were shorting out in the shields. A mad rush of air issued from the cell beside hers as it collapsed. Someone had been in that room—probably a broken corpse, but what if they’d still been alive? Could she have saved them?

Everyone here is dead. Get it together and think.

The shield magic on her cell, ordinarily stiff and brittle, had gone rubbery with the failing power. It bulged in places where it was weak, swelling into polyps across its surface. The water pressure was making little balloons in the shield—except some of them were getting as big as Nilah, resting on the ground like tumors as water furiously boiled inside them.

It’s like the captain always says. One problem at a time.

Which made even more sense when the only problem was Nilah Brio is going to die in under thirty seconds if she doesn’t fix this.

She pressed a hand to one of the polyps, thinking maybe she could push it back through, and the shield shocked her in return. Even failing, the field was powerful.

Power was something that could be routed.

With the defense program down, Nilah dove into the cell block power infrastructure but kept one eye open to watch the failing shield. She wasn’t sure what that would do to help her, but at least she’d see the end coming.

The system wasn’t designed to steal power from one cell and pump it to another. She’d have to write code. The water tumors inside the shield had covered almost one-half of her room, and one pressed ominously against the corner of her bunk. If they all ruptured at the same time, the resultant wave would smash her against the back wall.

Thirty seconds to write the program. The shield wouldn’t last another five. She needed to vent the water slowly if she wanted more time.

She raced to the nearest polyp and struck it hard with a void: a Flicker attack with the pointer finger to take out an eye. Her index finger sank through the surface with a mild shock, and a spurt of water came spraying through. At least then, the shield might fail gracefully.

But that was too much to ask.

The hole widened, magic tearing, and Nilah backed against the far wall. The shield failed entirely, flooding the cell. She had just enough time to take a deep breath before the weight of the water squeezed it from her.

Her eyes bulged. Her instincts begged her to draw a breath. She needed something, anything in her lungs. She’d have desperately breathed in the water if the pressure hadn’t been crushing her chest.

Nilah was drowning, and that realization drove all rationality from her mind.

She thrashed until exhaustion burned her muscles. Not like this played on repeat in her brain. She’d always thought of death as peaceful, as the body giving up and going to sleep—but now she knew the mind never rested. Its full-throated scream only grew quieter and quieter as the darkness of the grave came to choke it out.

A metal beam struck her face. Steel cables wrapped around her arms. She tumbled as something forced her into confinement, trapping her in a tiny space filled with water. She fought, but she was too weak to resist whatever had dragged her into its depths.

Precious, cool bubbles of air sprayed her face, torso, and legs as the weight fell away. Nilah let out an involuntary shout as she took huge gulps of atmosphere. Actuation rings wrapped around her fingers on both arms. Water sloshed around her legs as it drained, and bright light filled her vision.

“Venting complete,” came the bored voice of Teacup. “Vital signs stable.”

She spluttered for a moment and opened her eyes to find the submerged brig, its contents swaying in the cold water. Then, elements of her HUD spun to life before her eyes, bright gold on the field of marine blue. When her breath stilled, Teacup’s comm chimed.

“That’s the second rescue you owe me for,” said Orna.

“What was the first?” Nilah coughed. The banter helped with the uncontrollable, post-near-fatality shakes.

“Hammerhead. How could you forget me arriving in a drop pod?”

Nilah had braved worse dangers and plunged into icier climes, but there was nothing as terrifying as drowning. It’d leeched the heat from her very bones as the water tried to claim her. Warmers clicked on through Teacup’s suit, delivering pure joy. It was an even greater sensation than the Prokarthic Baths of Duke Vayle Thiollier’s palace: the warmth of future dawns and Orna’s embrace.

“I didn’t forget it, love. I just assumed you had accounted for getting saved twice on the Harrow,” said Nilah.

No circlet; no advanced control. Using basic function, she could cast a glyph, and her magic flooded Teacup’s systems. The joints fell into perfect time with her movements, and the clunkiness fell away.

Her dermaluxes were mapped to projectors on Teacup’s forearms, and Nilah cued up a light show, illuminating the murky depths. “Now I stroll upstairs, yes?”

“You’re not out of this yet, babe. There are battle armors teleporting in all over the Ambrosini—dozens at a time.”

An electric jolt shot across Nilah’s body. “Teleportation means Claire… Harriet is here.”

“The battle is over. We have to evacuate right now,” Orna said, almost cautiously. Had she sensed the fury? Was she worried Nilah would shut her out and go after Harriet alone?

Her father’s kind smile flashed through her mind. His sanity-broken death rictus chased it away. Only one substance could wash that image from her mind: Harriet Fulsom’s blood.

“When are we going to get another shot like this?” asked Nilah.

“What shot?” said Orna. “You’re not thinking straight. Without preparation, a God of the Harrow will absolutely kill you.”

“So come help me.”

“I have to”—she made a frustrated noise—“I have to bootstrap the ship’s net. It got scrambled by a virus, and I need every second.”

“So I’d have to go it alone.”

“You wouldn’t go it at all, Nilah!”

“She killed my dad!” she screamed, voice reverberating through Teacup’s helmet. It was the first time she’d said the words aloud, and they unexpectedly bowled her over. In the depths, alone, the bot sank to its knees.

She listened to her breaths in the quiet—shuddering at first, but growing steadier by the second.

“I’m sorry,” said her fiancée at long last. “I know how that feels and—”

“And you stuck your thumbs into Bill Scar’s eye sockets,” said Nilah, surprised at the calm in her voice.

“Yeah, but that was blind luck,” said Orna, affecting a gentle tone Nilah had never heard from her before. “You’ve used up yours for the day getting this rescue. Just come to the ship.”

Maybe she should leave her friends out of her vendetta and go handle things her way. She had spent the last seventy-two hours polishing Teacup’s pathing algorithm so it would run smoother and swifter than ever before. What Charger had in power, Teacup had in speed.

She hoped.

It was untested.

“Bollocks to that.” Nilah flexed her fingers. She’d have to get a slinger, but that would be easy enough. “I can lure Harriet out if I kill enough of her people.”

“Nilah!”

“I said I wanted to show up for work. Killing gods is my job.” She cycled through the status of all of Teacup’s systems—green across the board, combat ready. She started for the upper levels, powerful servos pushing her through the water. “And I’ll do it with a smile. If I’m not at the Capricious in five minutes, I want you to leave.”

“Please. I’m begging here.”

“You said you know how this feels,” said Nilah, steel filling her heart. “Then you know I can’t stop, either.”

She muted the channel and slogged her way through the darkening graveyard of the lower decks.







Chapter Nine

Hue
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Nilah poked Teacup’s finger around the corner, ejecting an imager lens for a peek. She’d been working her way toward the Capricious’s docking bay over the past few minutes, harrying any other armors and troops she found. They weren’t built for the kind of speed Teacup could muster, so she could hit-and-run.

Two battle armors stood guard outside the staging concourse, their tan paint glistening with water. Judging from the scars on their carapaces, they’d been in some pretty rough fighting.

Good. They’d be exhausted and low on ammunition.

She launched from her hiding place, Teacup’s performance servos whining with each bounding stride. The enemy armors turned on her, and she switched on Teacup’s projectors, sending out dazzling arrays of holograms and acoustic pulses in every direction.

She came flying out of the cloud of confusion at the nearest armor, shredding its optics with the swipe of a talon before crushing its chest plate with a devastating kick. The other armor ejected its plasma bayonet and rushed her, but she leapt onto its shoulders, jamming her claws into the soft gaskets of its neck. She dug into it like a prospector and was rewarded with a geyser of hydraulic fluid and blood.

The armor staggered back against the wall and sunk down. Keeping one hand inside, Nilah traced her mechanist’s mark and connected to the brains.

>>PILOT CRITICAL

>>BP FAULT LOW

>>HR FAULT LOW

The armor’s processor had cracked in the exchange, so Nilah shut off the life support to free up some cycles. The pilot was just another scumbag bleeding out, anyway. She snatched their radio encryption keys from the armor’s brain and patched into enemy comms.

“Bravo Leader, what’s the status on that HVT in bay sixty-eight?”

“Still trying to crack him open. It’d be easier if we blew it up.”

“Can’t confirm the kills that way, Bravo.”

“Then send us an arsonist who can cut this bastard open!”

“What happened to the last one?”

Bravo Leader sighed. “KIA. We’ve lost two patrols, too.”

Three now, mate, thought Nilah.

“Can you handle it, Bravo?” asked the first voice.

“Of course, Commander.”

“We’re sending a specialist, just in case. Be ready.”

She only hoped they had the same idea she did: send Harriet. A light patter of footsteps, far too quiet to be a human’s, pinged Teacup’s sensitive acoustics behind Nilah. She spun, slinger snapping up into her hand.

Charger crept out of the shadows, alongside Malik, the Ferriers, and Cordell. The look on her captain’s face could’ve frozen magma. Charger was standing oddly stiff, as though the woman inside had no affinity for Nilah whatsoever. Why should she? Nilah had made it clear that killing Harriet mattered more to her than anything, including seeing everyone else again. She craved the chance to trade her life on the ship for the head of her hated enemy.

Nilah walked toward him, feeling Cordell’s anger like a high-pressure wave, switched on her speakers, and said, “It’s good that you’re here. I think Harriet might be coming and I need backup—”

“Orna told us your father is dead,” said Cordell. “And that’s what gets you exactly one free pass for the shit you just pulled. I ought to break you in half for muting your comm and ghosting.”

Alister and Jeannie were pretty banged up. One of his cheeks had gone as red as an apple, and swelled up just as shiny. Malik didn’t have any obvious damage, but there was a slight limp in his step. Cordell’s arm hung at his side, crooked at the elbow and in obvious need of a sling.

“We can take on Harriet if we work together.” Nilah looked to Charger. “Back me up on this, babe.”

But Charger didn’t respond, and Orna’s lack of support hit her harder than whatever had wrecked the Ambrosini.

“No one is ‘backing you up,’ because this isn’t a democracy,” said Cordell, voice rumbling as he advanced on her. Then he slapped Teacup’s aural receiver, sending static and a high-pitched whine through Nilah’s speakers. “You screw your head on straight, or you’re off the crew. Your future wife called me, begging us to get you back. We had to look for you on a sinking ship.” He poked her lens with a finger, and she blinked on instinct. “So talk back to me and see what happens. It’ll be your last official act. I am not playing. Do not test me.”

His eyes were wide and bloodshot. His nostrils flared, and she was genuinely worried he might lose control. Boots had always talked about the man he used to be, how scary he really was. These weren’t just words, coming from an officer who’d decided life and death plenty of times. If she spoke to him again, she might be out of the family forever.

A lump formed in Nilah’s throat. If his friendship hadn’t meant so much to her, she would’ve gladly tested his resolve. It was one thing to shut off her comms. It was another to do this in person.

“I know you’re hurting,” he added quietly. “Survive now. Quit being a liability.”

That stung her like a slap, but she held her fury inside.

“Also, I’m Boots.” With this, Charger gave an awkward wave.

“Why would she…” Nilah began, leaving off the let you ride in her precious armor, for fear of upsetting the captain.

“Because that’s how badly she wanted you back. Switch on your comms and let’s get,” said Cordell. “You’ve already stirred up enough trouble, and the Children are closing in. Had to dodge two patrols on the way over, and they’re already trying to crack the Capricious open.” He looked pointedly at Nilah. “I don’t have to tell you what happens if they capture your fiancée because we dawdled.”

Nilah opened a comm channel, and Orna’s relieved voice came sweeping into her ears. “Listen, babe. We will take out Harriet, but you have to come back, okay? Please, I am begging you to get back here.”

She looked over the assembled, bloodied crew. “Okay.”

“Boots, take point,” said Cordell. “Hunter Two, watch our phase.”

They moved in formation, Nilah bringing up the rear. He’d put her there because she was less likely to initiate an attack—she was sure of that much. They moved quickly, and twice, the bots had to act as decoys to draw off a patrol with their speed and agility. Boots wasn’t half bad, but she was no Orna.

When they emerged onto a catwalk overlooking docking bay sixty-eight, they found a dozen tan armors standing around the Capricious. The marauder lay on its belly, wedged lopsided by one of its landing struts. Soldiers had their hands against the ship, their palms aglow with magic—mechanists. An infantry unit had settled a large transit case near the ship, and they fiddled with the equipment inside.

“Capricious,” said Cordell, “what’s your status?”

“Had to disconnect the core,” said Orna. “We’re playing dead so those mechanists can’t open the cargo ramp.”

Two of the soldiers donned welding masks and gloves, both drawing radial plasma grinders from the case—the kind that used arsonist’s magic to cut through anything.

“Looks like we’ve got to rumble,” said Cordell to the crew. “Top priority, take out those mechanists. That’s you, Boots and Hunter Two. The second you hit the deck, Boots, you start shooting. Hunter One, you’ll connect the power and open the cargo ramp. Zipper, how you doing in there?”

“If she can turn the ship on,” said Aisha, “I can get us out of here.”

“We can’t do this quietly, and those bastards are going to call for help the second we start shooting,” said Cordell.

Nilah’s myriad emotions fused inside her like a star, grief at its massive core. Fury at her captain’s blunting of her attack sublimated into shame, because she’d been willing to abandon Orna. Then, she’d remember her father’s screams, and do it all over again. Or the gnashing of teeth. Or the way the sweat had beaded on his brow, and run into his wide eyes, so pained they could not blink.

“Hunter Two.” Cordell’s voice shook her from her reverie.

“Yes, Captain?”

“I’m trusting you here. Get us onto that ship.”

She sent a diagnostic rippling through Teacup to find a frame worthy of so many opponents. “Yes, sir.”

Time to go supernova.

Nilah leapt from the catwalk, the bot’s slingers coming to her hands mid-flight, and loosed a volley before she hit the ground, striking one of the mechanists squarely in the spine. Teacup’s automatic descenders fired as she touched down, cushioning her landing with a burst of phantoplasm.

Performance motors launched her from her landing spot as the enemy turned on her and filled up the space with bright discus rounds. She zigzagged toward the nearest armor, sinking shot after shot into its chest before drop-kicking it across the docking bay deck into one of its fellows.

Boots came slamming down after, clumsily landing like she’d just hopped off the back of a truck. Charger’s rifle snapped onto the other caster with her palms against the belly of the Capricious, and Boots ventilated her.

“Both mechanists down!” called Boots. “Clear to connect power.”

A trio of tan armors emerged through a bay door, slingers ablaze, and Cordell landed in the middle of them with a wide shield, destabilizing their aim. He forced his blue field into each of them in turn, batting them away before darting for cover. He’d only stunned them. They’d be getting back up.

Every breath these people took grated on Nilah’s very soul.

The Capricious whined to life, retracting its struts and rolling across its great belly to its center of gravity. A nearby soldier gave a truncated shout before being crushed.

“Stand by for fire support,” said Aisha as the righted ship began pumping its struts to get space for the keel slinger.

Another volley forced Nilah into the air, where she spiraled once before centering on her target.

She’d heard her father’s jaw clench so hard his teeth cracked.

Nilah clicked the trigger and sprayed a bot’s arms and legs, leaving it writhing, pilot screaming. Another suit charged her as she landed, claws outstretched, and she seized its arm, ripped it off, and spun, bashing its head so hard the brain case went bouncing away. She roared a battle cry, casting aside the appendage, crimson with blood and hydraulic fluid.

More battle armors clambered out of the entrances to the bay, and the Capricious’s heavy keel slinger spun up, lancing any group stupid enough to stay bunched together. A part of Nilah was glad for her team’s clockwork support.

Another part wanted these soldiers all to herself.

Sinking low, she charged into a pack of battle armors, perforating the first as she closed ranks. Her regraded steel claws easily shredded their weak husks, exposing critical systems and terrified pilots. She didn’t need Teacup’s fancy projectors and bot-assisted Flicker for these insects. She cracked them like eggs, spilling their contents across the deck with wild abandon. They wouldn’t shoot into their own ranks, and she’d make that a fatal mistake for anyone she could reach.

She’d just closed the distance with another fire team when the call went out from Cordell.

“The cargo bay is open! Let’s go!”

But she didn’t want to leave. She wished to slake her thirst for revenge until there was more blood on the decks than water. She tore the chest plate from another battle armor and gave the pilot just enough time to be terrified before caving his face in.

“Hunter Two! Now!” Cordell’s command came with a deadly finality attached to it, and Nilah glanced away from her grim task to the open ship. Her captain stood waiting, shield at the ready, as Boots and the other soft targets raced for the ramp.

One more. One more of these scum. Please.

Nilah’s metal feet pounded the deck, and she slid into another bot, tripping it and straddling the armor’s chest. Using her armored hand like a knife blade, she plunged into the metal carapace, just as Mother had done to Orna. Just like a springfly. She showed the bot all the mercy she’d been taught at the Pinnacle as she stabbed again and again with a gory claw.

“I’ll kill you all!”

“It’s finished,” said Cordell over her comm. “Let’s go!”

She looked up to see her trail of destruction and gasped. What’d felt like a single, seamless moment of flowing combat had left a pile of bodies and robot parts strewn across the cargo bay. Between Teacup, Charger, and Aisha, they’d killed everyone. The only sounds were the klaxons, distant battles, and the insistent crackle of electrical fires throughout the bay.

“Nilah!” This time it was Orna. The quartermaster stood at the top of the Capricious’s open cargo ramp. Her chest heaved, and blood ran down the side of her face.

Charger tromped up the ramp, where Boots popped open the chest plate and stepped out. Her hair was matted down to her head, and her clothes were soaked through with sweat, but she straightened up and looked Nilah in the eye, smiling weakly. Cordell arched an eyebrow and played it cool, but his hands were shaking at his sides.

Alister, Jeannie, and Malik hobbled up the ramp, past Orna, Boots, and Cordell. They all paused to see what Nilah would do.

“Come home,” Orna called to her, and it quenched her rage like water.

The light of a porter’s mark filled the bay as Harriet Fulsom appeared in their midst, resplendent in dress uniform, flanked by a vanguard of black armors.

“Well, now,” Harriet said, turning to face Teacup and smiling. “I was hoping to catch you all before you left.”

Boots had not awoken that morning intending to fight a god, yet one had appeared before them in regal attire. The joints of the black armors around her thrummed with golden light, and Boots glanced at Orna to catch her reaction.

The quartermaster swallowed. “I’m going to go help Nilah.” She leapt up into Charger’s pilot’s seat. It snapped shut, and Orna hurtled toward her adversaries, high-caliber slingers thundering.

The black armors scattered before Orna’s assault like a swarm of flies, and the firefight that developed was beyond anything Boots could’ve mustered. Enemies spread throughout the bay in lightning-quick leaps, returning fire with burning lances. Aisha blasted one of them with the keel slinger, taking it out mid-bound, transforming it into a smoky streak of debris. Charger circled their impromptu arena, keeping cover at its back the entire time. Cordell summoned up another shield and guarded the entrance to the cargo bay, where Boots and the twins stood, helpless to intervene.

Teacup, of course, went straight for their leader.

The god-level porter’s mark erupted from Harriet, and she vanished. Her cast was instantaneous and divine, and since she didn’t have to trace, she could pop around the battlefield without a second thought. She reappeared behind Nilah, but instead of pulling out a slinger as she had with Sharp, Harriet simply reached for the armor. Teacup rolled and dodged through the firefight, abruptly weaving through it with all the grace of a barn swallow. Harriet flashed in behind her and reached once more, palm eager to press to Teacup’s back—

—but was cut short as the Capricious’s keel slinger locked on to her and took a shot. Harriet vanished as the spell bolt superheated the air where she’d just been standing.

“Don’t let her touch you, Hunter Two!” said Aisha over the comm.

Boots recalled the recording they’d watched at Valentino’s house—every casting required Harriet to physically touch the thing she wanted to teleport. She wanted to get her hands on Teacup, because teleporting the bot into the floor was a lot more certain than trying to use a slinger on its armor. If the crew could keep fire on Harriet, she’d never be able to lay a hand on any of them before having to teleport away.

But how was Boots supposed to do that? She was a terrible shot, and the Ferriers weren’t winning any medals.

She turned to the twins. “You two. This way.”

“Don’t mind me,” said Cordell, wincing as a line of fire whipped across his shield. “I’ll just be holding the choke.”

“Good job, sir,” said Boots. “You’re doing great!” Then to Jeannie and Alister. “Now, please.”

“Follow her!” the captain called, strain edging into his voice as a fracture lit the surface of his shield.

They rushed through the cargo bay to the armory. It was technically against regs to touch Orna’s stuff while she could carry out her duties as quartermaster. They skidded to a halt in front of the primary locker, and Boots fumbled her paragon crystal to the ID pad.

“Boots, we already have our sidearms,” said Alister. “We need to be back there helping!”

“Trust me!” said Boots.

She held her breath as the machine beeped an acknowledgment and whooshed open, revealing the most striking assortment of weapons that she’d ever laid eyes upon. Half the slingers looked like works of art, the other half were scratched-up classics, and about a third of the total seemed like she might blow herself up trying to use them. There were multi-barreled monstrosities and fibron rocket launchers with glowing, elemental warheads. Grenades sat in neat, multicolored rows like metal eggs. There might’ve been more stripes of pistols than birds of paradise.

“How many guns do you need?” Boots breathed.

She pulled aside that swiveling rack to find a set of Carrington Multi-Infantry Twenty-Five “Mudspitter” Rifles, so-named because a soldier could put mud in the magazine, and the thing would probably still work. She snatched up two and handed them to the twins, keeping a third for herself. Turning to the ammo loader, she punched in an order for six clips of knock rounds. The assembler snapped the rounds together like the rolling of a snare drum, but Boots wished it’d go faster.

Alister lunged for the cancel button, and she slapped his hand away.

“Versus bots?” he demanded.

“Knock rounds aren’t going to cut it!” said Jeannie.

She pounded the side of the loader in frustration. “If you’ve got time to whine, you can read my damned mind.”

Alister and Jeannie exchanged glances, then traced their glyphs and placed palms to Boots’s back.

“Oh,” said Alister, taking two clips out of the dispenser and handing them off to Jeannie. He grabbed two for himself and added, “I’ll see you out there.”

Boots grabbed her pair of clips, slapped one into the slinger, and racked the slide. “Yeah. Let’s shoot at a god. Good plan, Boots.”

By the time she reached the cargo bay door, the melee was in full effect. Cordell’s magical cover provided them a command view of the unfolding action. Armors shot every which way like leaping bugs, unleashing devastating barrages of fire. Orna kept the enemy on the move with suppressing fire as Charger ducked from one obstacle to the next. And in the middle of it all, a paragon of grace and war, was Nilah Brio.

Boots had seen the grainy recording of Nilah fighting the springflies on the Harrow. The news outlets loved it, but it wasn’t the same as the real thing. Boots hadn’t witnessed the climb to the Pinnacle, or Nilah’s daring raid on the Masquerade data center. She’d always been somewhere else. Boots was both disturbed and thrilled to learn that, though her colleague liked to brag, Nilah was in no way a liar.

She wouldn’t have believed it if someone had told her how Teacup leapt into a trio of black armors and gutted two, while kicking the third’s head clean off. She would’ve laughed at the description of Nilah hoisting one of the recently deceased armors over her head to block a barrage of slinger fire before slamming the already-doomed occupant to the deck.

Drive, talent, and hatred were a terrifying combination.

Boots couldn’t shoot into those fights. Nilah was too unpredictable, spontaneously closing the gap with her targets. Even if Boots could be certain of her marksmanship, she’d need heavy slingers to penetrate those armors. Instead, she focused on the one target she could affect: Harriet Fulsom.

But the teleporting maniac was nowhere to be found. Boots kept her eyes sharp as she scanned the battle for the telltale flash of the porter’s mark, and it wasn’t long before her efforts were rewarded: Harriet appeared beside Charger, palms outstretched.

“Gotcha.” Boots squeezed the trigger.

Alister and Jeannie joined in, peppering Charger, the nearby Singularity armors, and most importantly, Harriet Fulsom with one-meter blast-radius concussive spell rounds. The armors served as ideal surfaces to catch the dozens of explosions, and soon the space between them filled with deafening pops.

The knock round was the go-to for riot police on most worlds, and Boots could see why: Harriet’s head pinballed dazedly between the strikes. When the clips ran dry, she’d been hurled to the ground and was attempting to sit back up.

“Reloading!” called Boots, dropping one mag out of the chamber and slapping in the next one. “Let’s keep this witch on the—”

But Harriet was gone. Fortunately, she reappeared. Unfortunately, that was directly beside Boots.

“So this is your ship,” she said with a smile.

Boots brought her rifle to bear on Harriet, but the woman slapped the weapon aside, teleporting it from Boots’s hands. She lunged inside Boots’s reach, crashing a fist into her nose before taking hold of her neck. Somehow, Boots had forgotten that Harriet was a soldier and a trained killer, and not just a racing team manager.

The others couldn’t do anything. They were all too far away, too slow to stop what was coming. If they shot at Harriet, they’d hit Boots for sure. Instead, they’d have to watch helplessly as the woman teleported Boots somewhere very, very lethal.

Since it was to be her end either way, Boots sincerely hoped they’d take the shot.

Harriet’s glyph throbbed in the air—but something was wrong. From the look in Harriet’s eyes, she knew it, too. She snarled and poured more power into the spell, the glyph growing bright and hot like a tiny sun. Boots’s skin tingled, her hackles rose, but she didn’t find herself sucking vacuum—her eyes boiling in their sockets. Instead, the spell broke.

The arcana dystocia must’ve nullified her spell. Just like Mother, Harriet couldn’t yank Boots through dimensions, godlike magic or no.

Boots gave her a wide-eyed grin and seized her hand. “Uh-oh, asshole.”

She yanked Harriet toward her and brought her metal fist into her face. Shocked, Harriet attempted another glyph, this one breaking even faster than the first. Boots never let go of her arm as she backhanded the woman, knocking a tooth to the deck.

“You made your last mistake,” Boots hissed in her face. She ejected her stiletto knife and plunged it into Harriet’s belly.

The woman’s surprise was priceless. Boots jammed the knife in again, and Harriet’s breath came out in a gurgling whoosh. Her fearful cries were such sweet music, but every song had to end one day.

The stiletto slashed across Harriet’s neck, opening an artery. The woman gagged and smacked a hand to her throat to hold in her precious blood. Boots seized her wrist and pulled her palm away, allowing a gout of crimson to wash the deck.

They wrestled together, and each second, Boots prayed that she’d feel the waning of her opponent’s strength, but Harriet hung in there. She lashed out at Boots’s eyes with blood-slicked hands, blinding her and slipping from her grasp. A punch slammed into Boots’s throat, and she choked just long enough for Harriet to stagger free.

“Move,” came Nilah’s command over the comms, and Boots turned to see Teacup take a flying leap toward the open Capricious cargo bay, claws spread wide.

Boots leapt clear of Harriet, not wanting to be anywhere near the woman when the bot got its hands on her. Harriet’s eyes went wide as Teacup reached the apogee of its epic flight.

Then it banged its head on the roof of the cargo bay, falling to the ground in a flailing heap.

Harriet vanished, leaving only a puddle of blood and the afterimage of a porter’s mark. Teacup scrabbled over to where she’d just been standing, but it was too late. She’d gotten away.

“No!” Nilah screamed, clawing at the deck like she could dig her missing nemesis from its hull.

Charger came dashing in behind, vaulting past Cordell’s shield. The captain mashed the door closure, and the bay ramp began to whine shut. He batted the assaulting armors away, and Orna fired around him to give them something to think about.

The door slammed closed, its armored exterior rattling with the barrages of slinger fire. Claws scraped the hull, telltale noises that the enemy was climbing aboard, whether they could get inside or not.

He pressed a finger to his comm. “Tell me the ship is ready to fly, Zipper!”

“Sleepy and I have the bridge,” said Aisha. “No jump drive, though.”

“Kin took it out,” said Orna, jumping down out of Charger. “We can get it working in flight.”

“Is Kin…” asked Boots, too afraid to finish the sentence.

Orna snatched a tool harness out of her locker and strapped it on as fast as she could. “Alive. Tell you later. Come on, Nilah, we’ve got work to do.”

Teacup’s cockpit snapped open, and the woman inside was like a ghost. Dark lines, like oil slick, ringed hollow eyes, atop tear-swollen cheeks. Her gaze drilled Boots, verging on madness. “I let her go. Teacup miscalculated the path and…”

The clank of armors scampering across the hull and the patter and ping of slingers ticked off the microseconds in Boots’s head. She needed Nilah fixing the ship, not drowning in grief. “Kid, look…”

“We are taking fire now. Be sad later. Get us out of here, Zipper.” Cordell rushed for the stairs to the bridge. “Brio, Sokol, jump drive. Go. Boots…”

She knew what he was going to say, and she didn’t like it one bit. Still, there was only one way to play this.

“Get out there and buy us some time.”

She nodded, certain this was the last face-to-face interaction she’d ever have with anyone. The look on his face said he knew it, too.

“Yes, sir.”

Boots whipped off her precious Rook Velocity jacket and sprinted for the flight lockers as the others cleared the bay. She crammed the jacket into her locker and suited up faster than she’d ever done. Inertial irregularities moved over her skin like waves; the ship must’ve been compensating for some heavy maneuvers as it blasted out of the docking bay. Snapping her fishbowl into place, Boots jogged across the hold to the rocket rung.

She smashed the go button and ascended, half-expecting to find her ship crunched across one side. But when she arrived, the Midnight Runner hung safely in its mag clamps. The interior of the Capricious had probably been cushioned from the hit the Ambrosini took when it came loose in the docking bay.

“Ain’t nothing harder than a marauder,” she muttered, echoing Cordell’s old war adage.

Seated in the cockpit, she tapped her wrist comm to open the channel. “Boots here, requesting departure. Vent the bay.”

“Mister Jan is busy prepping medical, so I’m Departure today,” said Cordell, huffing. He’d probably run up to the bridge. “This is escort-only. Stick close and be ready to dock. You’re my only wing.”

The atmosphere in the bay hissed away as Boots typed in her code and flipped the various start switches. “Don’t worry, Departure. I’ll stay on this bird.”

“You’re cleared hot. Launch when ready and, Boots… good hunting.”

The bay opened at a snail’s pace, a window on carnage and fire. Explosions peppered the space outside, and dashed lines of slinger fire sketched out a picture of a losing battle. Boots glanced at her detection systems to see dozens of contacts in every direction; they’d emerged right into the middle of hell.

“Why not?” She ejected from the mag clamps and into the killing fields beyond. She spied three battle armors clinging to the exterior of the Capricious, though there might’ve been more.

“Boss, you’ve got to do something about those boarders,” said Boots. “Tangos headed for the main drive, and I can’t get a shot.”

“Acknowledged,” said Cordell. “Zipper, give them a spin.”

The ship rolled violently, and the armors were slung outward by centripetal force, only hanging on by the strength of their claw servos. Cordell’s shields coalesced, a pair of light blue discs he could maneuver to protect any section of the ship. He swept them across the Capricious’s exterior in a spherical motion, shaving off all the hangers-on by their mechanical arms.

“Like that?” Cordell asked, and it was nice for Boots to hear a bit of bravado, considering their predicament.

Jets of missiles and heavy slinger streaks raced past her cockpit mere meters away. They’d flown into a friendly destroyer’s firing solution, and if she wasn’t lucky, she’d get shredded in the first five seconds. Then a small pop lit the destroyer’s hull, and it quadrisected into four even pieces—the hit of a discus missile.

At least they stopped shooting.

A coordinate appeared on her targeting computer, just behind the pieces of the destroyer.

“Boots, the Hunters are trying to fix Kin’s damage to the jump drive. We’re out of here the second they do.”

“What about the trickster’s mark?” asked Boots.

“The debris will block line of sight to Bastion. I only hope that’s enough. Rendezvous whiskey one-zero-five, carom two-six-two, distance twenty thousand.”

“Copy, Boss.”

To her left, Bastion’s swept white hull approached like a comet. A pair of enemy fighters fell in on her phase, ready to blast her from the stars. She peeled off as they opened fire, their bolts bouncing harmlessly off Cordell’s shields.

She yawed the Runner in place, spraying a line between the two ships, forcing them off their flight path. If they wanted to play with her friends, they’d have to go through her first. She trailed the nearest one with her slinger, eating into its disperser reserves before locking on with a seeker.

Loosing the missile, Boots spun away and throttled up after the Capricious, savoring the pull of inertia on her skin. On her scope, the enemy countered her missile with a cloud of chaff, and she cursed. She only had three more of those seekers on her pods before it was slingers-only.

The enemy fighters raced to flank, spraying spells across Cordell’s shields in the hopes of sinking a lucky hit. As long as they stuck to slingers, the Capricious would be all right—so it was only natural that one would fire off a missile. Boots’s scanners recognized the make, a discus round capable of cutting two cross sections through her marauder.

“Boss! Discus missile on your phase!”

Quick as a wink, Aisha rolled the marauder and knocked it down with a precise shot from the keel slinger.

Boots locked on and tossed a second missile his way. “Take two, pal.”

The enemy craft made to break right and launch chaff again, so Boots led it with her slingers, cutting it in half. Globes of eidolon fire spread from the explosion like a scattergun shell.

“Good kill!” said Cordell. “Take out the other punk so we can… Damn it.”

She glanced around. “What is it?”

“Ten bandits, whiskey two-seven-eight, carom zero-zero-nine, distance five thousand. It’s a full attack wing headed our way.”

Her scope lit up with enemy contacts, and she squinted for a visual. She pitched the Runner to look out of its panoramic roof and she saw them: a tight group of ten craft in hot pursuit.

“I can’t pull off that much heat!” she said, orienting her dispersers to the front.

The Capricious fragged their other dance partner with a clean shot from the keel slinger.

“Get behind us, Boots,” said Cordell. “You can chase them when they break off.”

She maneuvered the Runner past the remains of an enemy fighter and into the lee of the Capricious as the attack wing came streaking past, their slinger bolts raining down on Cordell’s doubled-up shields. Fire poured around the sides of the ship, the remains of missiles that had struck home.

“Damn it,” grunted Cordell. “Broke my damned shield.”

Boots sprayed a few bolts after them, to no effect—all dodged or dispersed. “Can you cast another?”

“Going to try, Bootsie. The Hunters still don’t have the drive online. Give me everything you can.” His voice was shaking. He’d already cast a hell of a lot more than the average scribbler. His luminous shell swept under the belly of the Capricious, its strength obviously failing.

“Don’t give yourself a coronary, Captain,” she said, dialing in her fire lanes. “I’ve got this. Head for the debris field and get some cover.”

But she didn’t have anything under control, and she knew it. They were a thousand klicks from any reasonable cover and rocketing forward at full burn. The enemy fighters were already lining up their next strafing run, and she wouldn’t be able to take out two of them, much less all of them.

She gritted her teeth and locked on to a single fighter, loosing the last of her seekers in rapid succession. If they were going down, she’d take at least one of them out. The missiles sailed for their target, but the enemy craft simply threw out chaff and dodged away.

She let out a breath. “Damn. Not even one?”

“Friendlies incoming!” radioed Cordell.

An Allied wing of fighters came blasting into the pack of enemies, turning their tight formation into a tangle of slinger bolts and missile trails. Maybe they’d been out on patrol when Bastion showed up, or maybe they’d been lucky enough to scramble before their ships went down. Either way, they were a sight for sore eyes.

“They’re distracted!” said Cordell. “Let’s make a run for the rendezvous and get the hell out of here.”

They raced for the remains of the destroyer, desperate to get cover from Bastion before jumping. Maybe the debris would protect them from the trickster’s mark hijacking their jump; it was better than open space.

“We pulled another pair of bandits,” said Cordell. “Just stay on our tail, Boots, and go full burn.”

But the scope on her Midnight Runner told a different story; they’d be in range long before the rendezvous. She’d have to fight them off, which meant leaving the Capricious behind while it raced for the jump point.

She flipped her Midnight Runner, coasting backward as she searched for a visual on her coming attackers. “Got to handle this, Boss. They won’t take no for an answer.”

“Negative. We’ll hold them off together,” said Cordell. “You’re my only wing.”

“I’ll deal with them and catch up,” she lied. “Just get to the jump point.”

Soon, her friends would be gone, and Boots would be left alone in the remains of Task Force Sixty. Rather than risk capture, she could vent her suit or just self-destruct. She could do something heroic, like go on one last strafing run against Bastion. What had Armin felt as he’d piloted the Scuzzbucket toward certain doom to save his friends?

Throttling up until blood pooled in her legs and her vision grew dim, Boots headed on a straight intercept like an ancient jouster. In the distance, the enemy barrels flashed with spellfire. She held fast.

Which way are you going to break, bastard?

The enemy’s roof thrusters fired, and Boots pitched down, guns thundering. Dispersers caught most of her fire, but she landed a solid shot on the canopy, incinerating the interior. One of the enemy bolts slipped through her defenses, and warnings blared in her ears as her main drive took a direct hit.

“Damn it!”

More friendlies appeared on her scopes. More distractions for her attackers. Time to run. She could still make it if she was fast.

Boots popped her maneuvering thrusters to reorient, but her main engine didn’t want to cooperate. Checking her readouts, she found a notched nozzle that would always steer her a little toward her ninety. It’d be a hell of a trick to make it through the debris field to get to the jump point.

“Boots!” Cordell began, but she cut him off.

“I’m fine. Just dragging my dang leg.”

She sped for the Capricious’s tail, but her friends got farther and farther away with each second. Her maneuvering thrusters had to fight the main drive to stay on course, slowing her down.

“Listen, if you get clear,” she told him, “you jump.”

Aisha flipped the ship and blasted the nearest enemy fighter with a pinpoint shot—a good thing, since they were closing on the destroyer’s remains. They’d need every bit of maneuvering capability to make it through in one piece.

Cordell scoffed over the comm. “You can make it, old girl.”

“I’m going to sock you if you call me that one more time.”

“Then live to do it, old girl.”

They raced out of view, weaving between two colossal chunks of scorched hull.

Her nostrils flared, and she ramped up her thrust to full. “Prepare to get your block knocked off, you glyph-scratching piece of crap!”

She passed into the cloud of metal, fire, and corpses, weaving and bobbing through obstacles. The Runner screamed a variety of warnings: proximity, power load, and, worst of all, maneuvering failure. She taxed her poor thrusters far beyond their design spec as she dodged thousands of deadly shards. If she made it back to the Capricious, half of her ports would be melted shut.

“We’re at the rendezvous point,” called Aisha.

Boots sucked in a breath. “Jump, you stupid assholes!”

“Negative, old girl,” said Cordell.

Cold sweat beaded on her brow. A derelict fuel tank exploded next to the Runner, knocking it off course, and it took all her skill to mitigate the spin.

“We see you!” said Aisha.

Boots craned her neck to get a visual and spotted the Capricious, cargo hold hanging open. She pulsed her main drive in that direction, and when the ship began to list, she popped her ninety thruster.

THRUSTER INOPERATIVE spread over her screen. Without the constant blast, the port had melted.

“Boots, we’ve got to boogie,” said Cordell. “Bandits coming in hot through the debris field.”

She checked her scope. “I know that, damn it! My—I can’t orient anymore. Lost my ninety thruster!”

The Capricious was so close. Just a hundred meters. She could almost reach out and grab it.

Maybe she could spin her ship harder, pinwheeling her way toward the cargo bay.

“Boots…” said Cordell. “You don’t get to die here. Get on my ship, now. Fifty seconds to contact, and our jump is operational and primed.”

“Okay.” She clutched the stick as tight as she could. “Okay. Yeah.”

She throttled up, and the ship started a lazy spin. She just needed to fling her weight in the right direction. It was only a hundred meters, after all. The Capricious passed into her field of view, and she popped her maneuvering thruster once more, then the main drive, alternating until she got spinning so fast her back felt glued to the seat. But she was making progress, so she let up.

“I’m coming in hot, Captain!”

Except she wasn’t.

She would pass directly beneath the ship on this trajectory, and if she used the keel thrusters, it would trigger an irreparable off-axis spin. There was only one thing to do.

As the cargo bay passed overhead, she yanked the eject lever.

Her seat went rocketing out underneath her, and the bright lights of the cargo bay swelled in her view. Charger stood at the entrance, a ramp strut in one claw and the other outstretched for her. She passed right by him.

Into the bay.

Toward the ceiling.

“No, no, no, no—”

Lights out.







Chapter Ten

After Action
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The most beaten Boots had ever seen the crew of the Capricious was at the end of the Famine War, after the capital of Arca had been turned to glass. The people on her ship had survived, but they’d been ghosts, wandering soundlessly through the corridors. There had been no job to do, no country to save. Robbed of his fire, Cordell was nothing, waiting in his quarters for drink or drugs to take his life.

The mood on the Capricious after the destruction of Task Force Sixty was only slightly better than that.

Sitting in the mess, surrounded by her crewmates in casts and bandages, Boots finally understood why Cordell had stolen the Capricious at the end of the war. She’d always assumed it was some bull-headed instinct to hold fast to the last vestiges of valor, or a pathological hatred of the Kandamili. But he’d hired Didier, a Kandi chem smuggler, so he couldn’t have cared about old vendettas.

How could Boots have failed to see it before?

Running from the law had given him purpose, someone to fight. It gave him a war when his was forever lost.

“So that was Bastion,” he said, voice flat. “The worst threat ever to face the galaxy”—he shook his head—“constructed with money from the Money Mill”—then he bit his lip—“and cultists from influential families, galaxy-wide. If you’ll all recall, those were all the schemes we thought we’d ‘dismantled.’ Witts still got the damned battle station. As you can all see, Bastion isn’t even finished, and it’s…”

Boots picked up the bottle of whiskey and poured herself a glass. She lifted the cup to her lips, which was difficult with the traction collar around her neck. It was nice to feel the fire in her gut when everything else was so numb. Malik wasn’t stopping her from drinking more than her health-initiative-rationed share, which didn’t bode well for his mental well-being.

“Unbeatable.” Cordell hung his head, and Boots slid the bottle across to him. The captain had crossed his calorie limit a bottle ago.

Alister leaned into the crook of Jeannie’s arm, half-asleep from all the chems in his system. Malik stood behind Aisha, who took the bottle for herself after Cordell sloshed out a glass. Nilah stood in the far corner, leaning back against Orna, who wrapped her arms around her like a scarf.

“So…” Cordell took a swig and let out a quiet belch. “Let’s regroup and look at what we’ve got.”

“We have their tactics,” said Nilah.

“That’s true,” said Cordell. “Instantaneously appear in any system and hit their enemies with an asteroid they can conjure in seconds.”

“You forgot ‘while fouling up all of our jump dives with a trickster’s mark,’” said Boots.

“Have you talked to Special Agent Weathers?” asked Aisha. “He sounded hurt when he’d called. Do you think he’s alive?”

“He’s a nice guy,” said Cordell, “but if he was any lower on my list of priorities, he’d be burning in hell. What do we have? Anything?”

“We also have firsthand knowledge of their secret weapon,” said Orna.

The captain patted his jacket, obviously looking for his cigarettes.

“I feel like now is an appropriate time for smoking, sir,” said Boots, “if the doc wants to give back your stash.”

“I made him blow them out the airlock,” said Malik. “Wasn’t taking any chances.”

Orna rested her chin on top of Nilah’s head and tightened her hold on the smaller woman. “As I said, we’ve seen their weapon. We’ve made countermeasures against Witts before. There’s a way to do it again.”

“I’m sorry,” said Cordell, “but let’s be real. There isn’t a countermeasure for Bastion, and intel isn’t helping. I can call anyone in the galaxy. I could call, like, the head of GATO and tell them everything I saw, and there’s nothing they could do about it.” His fingers shook, clearly itching for nicotine. “At the end of the day, the real question is pretty simple: what are we supposed to do about Witts’s new station? The answer is equally simple: nothing. No force in the universe is equipped to repel firepower like that.”

He leaned forward. “And we’re already too late in the game to really be thinking about that. See, if Witts is willing to brazenly attack the Fifth Fleet, that means his next stop is Taitu.”

“So you’re saying we just saw a successful test.” Nilah brushed Orna’s hands off her and walked to the table. “And now it’s game over.”

“That’s about the size of it, yeah. Did you see Bastion’s drone array? I’ll tell you why he attacked the Fifth Fleet, and it ain’t because they were disrupting his operations. It’s because he needed to see whether or not Bastion could hold its own. Once he finishes that station, he’s going to park it wherever he wants in civilized space and start casting.”

“Start casting what?” asked Alister, sitting up.

“The Grand Glyph,” Cordell replied. “He’ll end all life in the universe. What was it you said last year, Boots? ‘The cash from the Money Mill is going to make the Harrow look like a kid’s toy’?”

Everyone took a moment to chew on that. Boots wondered what passed through their minds. Grief? Fear of losing the few loved ones they had left?

Cordell laughed, and it grated on Boots’s nerves. “You know, I didn’t even realize it, but Witts’s attack was even smarter than I thought. See, if he goes around crippling individual fleets, they won’t be able to muster the forces they need when it’s time for a final showdown. Oh! And he has the jump guns now, so that’s just great. They won’t be able to jump in without getting pounded, so they’ll have to go full burn and he can simply teleport away.” He raised his glass. “So thanks, Taitu, for killing everything and everyone with your stupid goddamned inventions. Here’s to you, Witts!”

A loud bang sounded out. “That’s enough!”

It took Boots a second to realize she’d just shouted at her commanding officer—in front of her other commanding officer. She looked down at the table and saw that she’d left a fist-shaped imprint on the thin steel with her metal hand.

“Look, I’m sorry, but… Scratch that. I’m not sorry. No one toasts Witts in my presence, not unless they want a knife in the neck.”

Cordell rose to his feet. “And what are you going to do, Boots? I’d imagine there’s a whole ship full of people toasting Witts every day, and—”

“Yeah! And I just stabbed one in the neck, if you recall! Killing them all sounds like a big task, but I’ll go person by person if I have to. Now you might wonder how we’re going to fight, but, Captain”—she took special care to accent each word in her next sentence—“ we are going to fight. Yeah. Bastion sucks and it’s unkillable. We know that, so shut up about it! You know what else is unkillable? Us!”

“Boots,” Malik began, and she held up a hand. She couldn’t have the first mate dulling her edge with his calm.

She stopped to look each person in the eyes, fire churning in her gut. “They threw the baddest thing in the whole galaxy at us, and we escaped. Captain, for two years, I’ve had to listen to you whine about ‘what are we going to do if all the gods attack at the same time?’ Well, it happened, and the answer is, every goddamned one of us lived! You tell me if that makes us anything other than the grittiest, hardest starship crew of all time. Go on!”

He stared at her, stunned, then cracked a broad grin and opened his mouth.

“No jokes, Captain,” she said. “Don’t laugh this off.”

“What do you want me to do, Bootsie?” he asked, closing his eyes with a sigh. “In the past, we just had to expose the conspiracy to wreck his plans. You know this is different. We don’t even have a lead.”

“Yes, we do,” said Boots. “Remember?”

The captain regarded her with half-lidded eyes as he searched his thoughts.

“I stole the Athana data-thingy,” she said. “We’re carrying around one of the most classified assets in the galaxy.”

It wasn’t a big change, but she spied a little spark of hope in his eyes. He snuffed it out almost as quickly.

“We know what it does?” asked Cordell.

“It’s an encryption crystal. We call them and ask for help. If we have even one straw, we grasp at it,” Boots replied. “Am I the only one who knew we were idiots for taking this gig?”

“Yes,” said Nilah.

Boots deflated a bit. “Kid, I’m sorry about… I know you’ve been dealt a huge blow.”

She shrugged. “In a weird way… I guess it makes me part of the crew. All of you had to lose people. Was just… was just my sodding turn, is all.”

“The price of entry onto this crew is courage, not loss. And I don’t want to hear you call yourself anything less than my sister in arms ever again,” said Boots.

Nilah’s lips twisted in a pained smile. “Thanks, love.”

The others perked up at the sentiment. It was easy in the hustle and bustle of a warship to forget to be good to one another. Boots had been just as guilty as everyone else of focusing on the mission and forgetting the people.

“We’ve got one option here, Captain, because quitting isn’t in the cards,” she said.

“Which is?”

“We go to the Vogelstrand. Not as Compass. No backup. No chance of betrayals. Just us.”

After Boots’s initial analysis, they’d all reviewed the video playback. Everyone on that crew knew exactly what horrors lay in wait for them on the derelict craft.

“The Ambrosini didn’t give us the coordinates before the bastards blew it up,” said Cordell.

“But we can ask the Athana,” said Boots. “We have their key.”

Cordell nodded, a minute gesture at first, slowly swelling into a legitimate assent.

“Okay. How do we get started?”

“Thanks for what you said in there.”

Boots turned to find Alister jogging after her in the hall, his eyes brighter than she’d seen in a long time.

She smirked. “Yeah, well… I just said what you were thinking, then. Can’t stand all this defeatist crap.”

He fell in stride with her, and she secretly thanked her lucky stars. It was her turn to swab the head, and she might be able to press him into service. Life on a small ship always meant pitching in on custodial work.

“Man,” he said, “I’d love to get my hands around the neck of some of those cultists.”

“Like you did on Harvest?”

“On Harvest?”

She stopped and regarded him sidelong. “Yeah. You choked a guy and shot him in the face.”

He looked away. “Oh yeah. Right. That.”

But Alister was a terrible liar, and she knew he didn’t recall from the searching in his eyes. In the hot days of the Famine War, Boots had known a fellow who’d been injured in an airlock transfer. She’d seen that look on his face whenever he forgot something, too.

No matter what, Boots never forgot a single kill, and the face-to-face ones were particularly vivid. Anxiety ran its finger up her spine. Might as well face the music.

“You really don’t remember that guy?” she asked.

“Of course,” said Alister, looking a little offended. Or was he faking it? “I do. I promise. I’m fine.”

It was a soldier’s task to trust her comrades as much as care for them. No one came home from a war unfazed, and most of them still did their jobs just fine. He certainly wasn’t the first crewmate she’d had with mental problems.

“Just being sure, bud.”

Alister lowered his voice. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with Captain Lamarr. He needs to stay focused. We can’t let things slide even for a minute.”

“I get him,” she said, continuing toward her assignment in the bathroom. “Right now, he’s wondering if he needs to take his remaining days and do something nice with them. Maybe find a quiet place in the Murphy Belt and have a well-deserved rest while he can.”

“Must be nice, having that kind of privilege.”

“Excuse me?”

Alister shrugged. “I was born for one mission. Now I’ve got another. Seems like you would understand, too.”

“Whoa, Al. There’s more to life than hunting down gods.” Boots turned down the path to the bathroom sterilizer closet, mentally preparing herself for the smell. They used to call that piece of gear the “grime grinder,” and she hated it so much. “I’ve got a batch of whiskey maturing back home, and it’s going to take eight more years to get there. I plan to be alive for that. You’ve thought about what you’re going to do when this is all over, right?”

He drew up short, searching her face. “Why would I? I’m not going to make it through this.”

There was no mirth about him, no guile. The guy actually meant it.

“Why would you say that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” he replied. “I’m a resource, and resources get used. That’s just like any soldier, honestly. In the end, it’s all a game.”

“People dying is never a game, Al, and it’s wrong to treat yourself like a number.”

“That’s what all soldiers are. That’s why they have serial numbers.”

“No,” she said. “No, no, no. You head down to the mess, and I’ll meet you there.”

“It’s not time to eat.”

“I’m going to grab my cards and teach you to play sixteen clouds. You need to know what a real game is.”

“We don’t have time for—”

Boots shushed him with a hand. “You don’t sign up in the military to die. No one does. You sign up so everyone can live, and right now, you haven’t done enough living. Let’s go, cadet. Get your sister, too.”

Within ten minutes, the three of them were seated around the mess hall table with Boots laying out a frayed stack of cards. Jeannie picked one up and looked at the back.

“Royal Waterman?” asked the sister, reading the branding on the back of the cards.

“It was a doomed megayacht. These cards spent a hundred and eighty-six years in the vacuum of space before being rescued. The jewels, artifacts, and all that crap were snapped up when he crashed, but I managed to grab these cards from an auction house.” She held up the thirteen. “Listen up: clouds is a guessing game—you get to see five cards and I shuffle them. We draw three facedown and take bets on who has the best match with what’s in their hand. If no one makes a hand, we leave the card out, faceup. Whoever wins the hand gets to take the card and use it again. It’s called ‘clouds’ because you’re betting on what treasure lies behind the cloud, okay?”

Jeannie and Alister looked at each other.

“Sounds boring,” he said.

“It is,” said Boots, pouring herself a drink, “until you start wagering real money. We’re all multimillionaires here. Surely there’s nothing wrong with a little action on the table.” She narrowed her eyes as she took a drink to drive home a bit of mischief.

Alister raised his eyebrows and pulled out a credit chit. “All right. So what do we start with, like a hundred thousand?”

Spluttering, Boots put the cup down. “I was thinking like a hundred. Two zeroes, not five. You’re just learning, sport.”

“I can handle anything,” he replied.

As it turned out, the Ferriers were terrible, guileless little players with no sense of risk or reward. They’d bet hard on sure things and couldn’t bluff to save their lives. Alister developed a nervous fidget whenever he was unsure; he’d bob his foot under the table, sometimes hard enough to accidentally kick her. It took Boots no time at all to win their money—not that she had anything to spend it on.

Orna poked her head into the mess. “Hey, Boots, I thought you were on head duty. Was I… What are you doing?”

“Teaching these kids to play clouds,” she replied.

“Why? Are they a hundred years old and waiting for death in a retirement community?”

“We’re having fun,” said Jeannie.

“I’ve lost five hundred argents,” said Alister. “But I think I’d do better with higher stakes.”

The quartermaster looked down the hall, as if to make sure no one was coming. “Count me in.”

The hands rolled by, and Alister kept hemorrhaging cash like a stuck marpo. Jeannie began to bet far more conservatively and was able to recoup a bit of her losses. Before long, Nilah joined them, boasting about her time in the casinos of the Verdance. She made certain Orna knew sixteen clouds was a classy game, played by Taitutian clan heads, not just smoky old grandmas in dumpling parlors. In retaliation, Orna heated up a plate of dumplings from the ship’s stores and set them out for everyone.

Each of them had their own style. Nilah had an elegance to her play, a long-term strategy born of high-class living. She frustrated Boots, because she didn’t go for the risky stuff and backed out of hands. Orna was a natural-born killer, able to scent out anyone feeling weak. Whenever she became a problem, Boots could put her on Alister’s tail. Jeannie was simply careful. Boots figured her own strong suit was being a con artist.

Before long, Alister’s luck turned around. He learned to pull back when he had nothing and go in heavy when Boots was bluffing. The stakes went up, and after a while, Alister was sitting on about twenty grand worth of everyone else’s cash. He came to a particularly brutal blow where he took the full remainder of Orna’s buy-in, and she looked up at him with murder in her eyes.

“If you kick me one more time,” she said, “I’m going to unzip your spine with a shucking knife.”

“Sorry,” Alister said, taking the kitty terminal and transferring his winnings. “Nervous habit.”

Boots caught the hint of a smirk on his face, and she knew what she’d see if she could look under the table: the minuscule flash of a reader’s mark from his index finger. With his spell cast, he only needed a touch to read someone’s mind.

Clever boy.

He wasn’t reading her every single hand—just the ones where he thought he could make a coin or two. Boots would’ve called him a cheater, but in her mind, cheating was part of the game. A fair fight was a stupid fight, as they always said. Besides, she could use his flexible morality against him.

She pulled her legs back so he couldn’t “accidentally” kick her and tried to recall what she knew about the reader’s mark. It was all top-of-mind stuff, right?

She spied her chance to strike—a strong match, and she relaxed her posture, pretending to let down her guard. Boots kept the one thought running through her mind like a song, Oh, no. Just a pair of silvers, and bet big. Orna was already out. Nilah folded next, correctly guessing that Boots actually had a hell of a hand. Alister pretended to sneeze and touched her foot under the table. He took the bait, and Jeannie, who’d probably gotten on the same wavelength many hands ago, copied his wager.

Then came the reveal, much to Alister’s shock.

“Sorry.” Boots hefted the kitty terminal, now swollen with nearly thirty large—basically all of the Ferriers’ earnings—and transferred it to her paragon crystal.

He leapt to his feet, turning red and shaking. He’d had a grand old time cheating everyone, and Boots knew he was pissed to have a good thing come crashing down. Jeannie gave him a worried look, like she thought he might take a swing, and Orna made the situation worse with a chuckling, “Oh, you got wrecked, son.” Nilah put a hand on her fiancée’s arm, watching for any sign of trouble, or maybe a table flip.

“That… you…” he stammered. What was he going to say? That he’d been cheated at cheating?

Boots quirked an eyebrow. “I told you it was more fun with money riding on it.”

He looked away. “That’s… yeah. Yeah, it is.”

When Alister’s green eyes met hers once more, they were practically sparkling with excitement. “That was amazing.”

“Let me tell you something,” came Cordell’s voice from the doorway. “I don’t care if you just lost a starfighter or the future of the galaxy, there is nothing that can’t be cured by the tender ministrations of lady luck. Deal me in.”

The others glanced around nervously, murmuring excuses and rising to leave.

“Our captain is a compulsive gambler, and an even worse liar. Nothing to fear,” said Boots, a little louder than she wanted. “Captain, we may as well grab the good doctor and our pilot. Maybe make this a casino night, hmm?”

Cordell hooked his thumbs into his pockets. “Caught them making out in the med bay like a couple of rookies. Better give them some peace. Y’all really breaking up the game?”

“Why would we?” she replied, giving everyone meaningful glances. “You’re here to give us all of your money.”

The others settled in for a long evening of drinking and joking around. For the first time in ages, Boots felt herself relax a little, and she got pretty boisterous—and more than a little hammered.

By the end of it, Cordell had robbed everyone blind, just as she’d known he would—

And he was acting like her old captain once again.

The ejector seat and survival package was all that remained of the Midnight Runner. Boots stood in the bay and stared at the chair, its back propped up like a tombstone, and sighed.

“You officially suck.”

Boots turned to find Orna sitting at her workstation, arms crossed, a pair of micro imagers hanging around her neck. “Oh, it’s official now? Did you file the forms with the appropriate authorities?”

“When you came on board my ship—”

“Your ship?”

“I’m the quartermaster. The captain pays me to make it mine.” She gave a slightly tipsy nod. Boots would’ve been offended, but everyone was somewhat drunk that night cycle. “As I was saying, when you came on board my ship, I had a starfighter. Now I don’t.”

“Yeah. I hear you.”

Orna stood and shambled over to Boots. “I don’t think you do, see, I want you to hear this.” She leaned in close, eyes narrow and breath stinking of… what had she drunk after the game? A quart of engine degreaser? “I want you to get it through your thick skull, okay? Okay?”

Boots’s pulse quickened. Orna threw a heavy arm around her neck, corded muscles easily capable of choking her out, and let loose a long, flammable sigh.

“You made the right choice, ditching him in that battlefield,” said Orna. “Coming home is… com—coming back is always the right choice.”

“Aw, now don’t get sentimental on me.”

Orna’s hug was like being wrapped up in a set of steel cables, and Boots grunted. “Not a sentiment. I love you. Stabbed that lady real good. You’re b… beautiful.”

The tension drained out through Boots’s feet, and she patted Orna’s hand. “You’re a regular poet, my dear.”

She looked over at Orna’s workstation, covered with tools and powered on. From the scent of cooked wiring sleeves, Boots felt certain she’d been crafting something.

“What are you doing? Should I stop you?”

“Trying to make a new slinger round. Got to outdo shadowflash,” said Orna with a tiny hiccup. “Can’t be a one-hit wonder, but… like… what spell am I supposed to copy, you know?”

“I always wanted to see someone get hit with the contortionist’s mark in person,” said Boots. “Can you make a bullet imbued with that?”

“Jellybones? I’m a lethal girl, Boots. I like a lethal round. Besides, I’ve got a better idea. Want to hear it?”

“Sure.”

“I’m dronk,” she snickered.

Boots shrugged out of Orna’s hold to inspect the Runner’s ejector seat, its mounting truss scorched by the firing of explosive bolts. Somewhere in deep space, her baby boy tumbled free, thrusters melted, chassis scarred, engine notched. He must be lonely out there, she thought, and found herself a little misty in the eyes.

“Hey, I made you something, too,” said Orna, slouching over to a cabinet to rummage through it. She handed Boots a data cube, wrapped in a copper cage with a rudimentary speaker strapped to it. It bristled with microcontrollers and various wires. “I told you I’d do my best.”

“Hello, Lizzie,” said Kin, considerably smaller than when the computer rendered his voice.

Boots almost cried, and she hadn’t realized how relieved she’d be to see him again. When they’d been attacked, and Kin had been the catalyst, she’d lost hope of getting him back.

“The reason he has such a crap-sounding speaker,” said Orna, tapping the papery audio resonator, “is that the little punk kept frying all of the smarter acoustic projection systems. He got a bad virus, and it’s never going to go away.”

“What does it do?” asked Boots, examining what she could see of the cube’s surface through its enclosure, as if there’d be some visual evidence of the disease.

“Destroys anything on the network with it. Anything,” said Orna. “The chips attached to him were the simplest I could make—too stupid to be tricked into incinerating themselves.” Her breath nearly knocked Boots over as she leaned in and said, “Do not ever connect him to anything.”

“That bad?” asked Boots.

“Probably the meanest snake of code I’ve ever wrestled.”

“Sorry I tried to kill you,” said Kin.

“It’s not your fault,” said Boots, wiping her eyes. “And besides, you did a really good job. Thought we were goners for sure.”

“I aim to please,” said Kin. “I’m glad you’re alive, even if I periodically want to see all of your blood out of your body.”

Boots recoiled. “What?”

“’S the virus,” said the quartermaster. “Don’t listen to him; he loves you.”

“No one loves you,” said Kin.

“Kin! He’ll be like this sometimes. Just ignore it.” Orna thumped the device a few times. “Stop it! Bad!”

The data cube blinked inside its cage. “Sorry! I’m better now.”

Orna raised a finger. “Got a hotfix for his software, though. Just bang him on a tabe… table. You do that when… when he’s being a little b—”

“There you are!” called Nilah, striding into the cargo bay and rushing up to them. “We’re not threatening the nice lady, are we, love?” She gave Boots a look typically reserved for mothers apologizing for their children.

“I’m bein’ nice!” Orna protested, swatting Nilah’s hands away even though Nilah was hilariously faster and better at hand-to-hand.

“Is she?” whispered Nilah.

Boots smiled, aware that the alcohol had reddened her cheeks. “Being nice? For once, yes.”

Orna elbowed Boots in the gut, stealing her breath away. “I’m always nice!”

“Okay, sweets. Okay, I’m taking you back to the room,” said Nilah, before whispering, “I’m sorry.”

“No worries,” Boots croaked, watching them recede into the depths of the ship.

As the last of the crew trundled off to bed, Boots thought with some satisfaction that she’d made them all happy for a turn. She was glad they’d been moved by her confidence and camaraderie in the speech she’d given.

She stared up at the ejector seat of a starfighter no one made anymore and wished someone had been there to lie to her. At least then she could stop feeling crushed for five minutes.

“Hey, Lizzie?”

“Yeah, Kin?”

“I just wanted to know if you were there. I don’t have the same sensors I used to, only a pair of microphones for orienting.”

“I’m here.”

“I miss your heartbeat. When I was connected to the ship, I could hear it every day, and I knew you were okay.”

She sat down on a tool chest. “I’m not connecting you to the ship.”

“I know. If I ever tell you to hurt yourself, don’t listen to me.”

Even when he’s trying to murder me, he’s sweet, old Kin. She gazed at the warm light coming from the crystal in the cage. “Why would I start listening to you, Kin?”

“Glad we’re still together.”

“Oh, stop.”

But she held him in her lap like a cat, running her thumb over a copper heat sink long into the night cycle.

Orna was remarkably cooperative on the way back to bed, yawning and rubbing her eyes like a sleepy child. Nilah led her through the halls to their quarters and the safety of a mattress; she was pretty certain that her fiancée was a fall risk, so it was better to give a personal escort.

The quartermaster was fully unconscious the second she lay down. With her drunk partner secure, Nilah snuck down to the med bay to grab some transdermal detox patches. Orna would wake up stinking of boozy sweat, but it was better than listening to her vomit in the middle of the night.

Orna had cut loose more than she should’ve, jokes coming too easy, smiles too forced. Over the evening playing cards, she’d made it a point to look at Nilah with every laugh, as if to say, “See, babe? It’s okay. Nothing is really changed.”

So she had resolved not to be sad. If Orna Sokol was cheerleading, Nilah felt it was a solemn responsibility to let her think it was working. Orna didn’t fake a smile for anyone, and it would’ve been such a crime to let that effort go to waste. To be anything but jovial would’ve been a burden.

Upon returning, she stripped Orna down to her skivvies and stuck on enough patches to clean out a drunk elephant. The medicine got to work quickly, and a cold sweat beaded on her brow within minutes. Nilah swabbed it lovingly, then ran the cloth down her cheek to admire its curve: the way the scars interrupted its smooth line. She had been ready to sacrifice anything on the Ambrosini. What if Harriet had gotten her hands on Orna?

A drop of sweat streaked down her father’s face to be swallowed by the dirt of a distant world. He gasped dust into his lungs, too racked by pain to cough it out.

With a good imagination and a generous helping of alcohol, Nilah’s mind rendered Orna’s features in utter agony. Harriet had gloated over her father’s murder. She’d take so much more pleasure from killing Orna. If Boots hadn’t distracted Harriet with those knock rounds, she might’ve gone for Orna first. Her blood had been all over Nilah’s hands once before. It could happen again.

The nausea of all the tragic thoughts she’d swallowed welled up, and she had to leave or she’d spill over. She’d made it at least three paces into the hall before she burst into sobs. Her dermaluxes coated the surroundings in blue light, and she shut them off in annoyance. When she’d felt sad about losing a race, sulking in a pool of depressing ambience in her trailer had been so edgy, so chic. Now, her tattoos seemed childish. Why she’d decided the bloody galaxy needed to know her every thought was beyond her.

Sad or angry. Blue or orange. There are your colors. All the happy tattoo nanites probably died of starvation.

She should’ve left the Gods of the Harrow alone. And since she couldn’t bring herself to do that, she should’ve ensured her father’s safety. She should’ve at least built a bot capable of exacting revenge instead of smashing its head on everything.

Too slow. That’s what you are. Too slow to kill Harriet.

It hadn’t even been the noble loss of a race to a better rival. She’d banged her head, like a joke. Her revenge was probably little more than a punch line to Harriet—if she lived. Boots had done such a good job carving the monster up, only for Nilah to choke at the last second in the most humiliating fashion. Fury exploded behind her eyes, and she reared back to punch the wall, not caring if she broke her fist.

“Whoa, kid!” Boots held up her hands, a bottle in one and Kinnard’s little cage in the other.

Wits returning, Nilah glanced around and rubbed her eyes on the back of her sleeve. Had she already made it down to the cargo bay? She hadn’t been paying attention to anything outside of her own skull.

“I see gambling didn’t solve all of your problems,” Boots said with a weak smile.

She knew. Orna may have been fooled into thinking Nilah had cut loose, but the fighter pilot looked through her like she had scanners.

“Dad’s still gone, Boots,” Nilah said, throwing her arms around her and heaving devastated sobs into her shoulder. Boots staggered backward, but she held fast with an iron embrace, keeping her upright. When the other woman squeaked, Nilah drew back.

“I’m sorry!” she said, ashamed of herself for almost striking Boots, then hurting her with a hug.

Nilah wasn’t an angry person. Difficult, so many had said, but never angry. Angry people were monsters.

Boots’s arms were heavy with drink when they came slapping around Nilah’s sides. “You can hug me, Brio,” she whispered. “I just probably… maybe… might be dealing with a broken rib or two.”

Nilah wasn’t much taller than Boots—just tall enough to uncomfortably rest her chin atop Boots’s tangled curls. “I shouldn’t be crying. Everyone was so lovely and—”

Boots let her go and took a long pull from her bottle. “If you came down here to stare dejectedly at stuff, I already did most of the good staring. And didn’t we just have this conversation? Like, first Orna was drunk and you came here, and now I’m—”

“Have you really been down here since I came and got Orna?”

“She has,” chimed Kin, from Boots’s hand. “My accelerometers haven’t registered the required steps for today.”

“I already took them before Orna gave you to me.”

“I have no way to disprove this,” said Kin. “But I believe you are drinking a lot, which will necessitate more than three times your average walk, Boots.”

“I already did that, Kin. Ran sixty kilometers this morning before everyone woke up.” She pressed a button on Kin’s exterior, and the cube cast a reddish hue from interior lights. “He’s muted. Nilah, the guy is still enforcing Malik’s health initiative. I’ve only had him back for two hours, and I’m already considering chucking him out the airlock.”

Nilah grimaced, but before she could speak, Kin said, “We have spent the last two hours talking like old friends about how much she misses me, and how safe my voice makes her feel.”

Boots gasped. “I muted your ears!”

“That was the night-light button.”

“Red light preserves your night vision,” said Nilah. “We figured if you were going to have him with you all the time, we should add in some good functions.”

“You’re sober… er than Orna was. Is the virus on him really bad, or can we remove it?” asked Boots. “He can’t use the scanners to listen to my heartbeat anymore.”

Nilah restrained a smirk. “He listens to your heart?”

“For arrhythmia, yeah. Plus… you know, it’s nice to have someone watching over you while you sleep.”

“You drink like a fish, you like to fight, you’ve got the smartest mouth I’ve ever heard aside from mine, and you… have your AI listen to your heartbeat like you’re a baby?”

“We say good night every night,” Kin added.

“Yes,” said Boots. “Hey, I’m not trying to make you feel bad here, but there were a lot of long, dark patches of life where Kin was the only friendly presence, so let’s not joke about my computer. I’m still breathing—a couple of times over—because of him.”

Nilah winced. First she was a bad fighter. Now she was a bad crewmate—she’d genuinely caused offense. “I’m sorry.”

“I told you not to feel bad,” said Boots. “You were ribbing me. I get it. Trying to lighten the mood. It’s just, Kin saved me, so I love him.”

“He rescued you in the war?”

Boots locked eyes with her. “No. Yes. Rescued in different senses of the word, but the big rescues came after the human Kin was dead.”

“After?”

Boots nodded.

“How does a data cube save you?”

“It’s tough losing your homeworld and then your show. I, uh, tried to do myself in, but Kin called the hospital. The next day was the second worst hangover I’ve ever had.”

“What was the first worst?” asked Nilah.

Boots backed up against the bulkhead and slid down onto her butt, a pale imitation of sobriety. Her eyes reddened, and she massaged the middle of her forehead with the rim of the bottle. “Two weeks later, I tried to off myself again, this time, as they say, with a lot more feeling. I accidentally left, you know, Kin plugged into the apartment, so he heard me doing it and called the hospital—again.” She finished with a laugh, like they were both sitting in the local pub, enjoying a wacky yarn. Her head lolled a little too much when she laughed, as though she was trying to shake off the weight of what she was saying. “The, uh”—she pursed her lips and cleared her throat—“the fucked-up thing, Nilah, is that I didn’t die, because the spells I bought didn’t work right on me. They weren’t painless, either, so I should’ve killed that liar of a salesman.”

She sat down next to Boots and threw an arm over her shoulder. “A lot of drivers do themselves in, actually. Never me, of course, but—”

“That don’t make you better than me,” said Boots.

Nilah drummed her fingers on Boots’s far shoulder and stole the bottle when she wasn’t looking. “Don’t wind yourself up. You’ve been through a lot. We both have.”

Her head tilted toward Nilah as she said, “Yeah. I’m sorry about that. You’re dealing with some new stuff. My stuff is all… old stuff. I’m just… taking up your space here.”

“It’s okay, Boots,” said Nilah. “It’s quite nice, talking about someone else’s problems today. Takes my mind off Dad, helping you.”

“When did you get so sappy?”

Boots wrestled for the bottle, and Nilah had to relent, or it’d spill all over both of them.

“Who’s the fastest now, Brio?” She cackled into Nilah’s face with sour breath. Then, she looked down the barrel of the bottle and held it to the side, unsipped. “For real, thank you for being here for me. It was a silly speech, but I get it.”

Nilah frowned. “You’re not still suicidal, are you?”

Boots made a finger-slinger around her grip on the bottle and pointed it at Nilah. “Every day, friendo. The doc helps with that, though. Meds help keep out the evil thoughts”—she paused for a swig—“killing bad guys takes care of the rest.”

“About that,” said Nilah. “Sorry I let her get away.”

“What are you talking about?” said Boots. “I’m the one who couldn’t hold down a slippery, dying woman. You were like some winged goddess of death coming in to smite her.”

“And I didn’t stick the landing, mate.” Nilah reached for the bottle, and Boots knocked it over, where it spilled onto the deck. She tried to save it, but the older woman was deliberately getting tangled up with her.

“Oops.” Boots smacked her lips in satisfaction as half the container’s contents washed into a drainage grate.

Nilah screwed her eyes shut and took long breaths to bring down her fire. Her temper came rushing back at odd moments to chase away the sadness. “So you think it’s okay to drink like that when you feel bad, but I can’t?”

“I don’t, though,” said Boots. “I just… I see you doing stuff I used to do in the bad old days… and I’m starting to get the appeal of Malik’s health initiative.”

“It was a waste of bloody good booze is what it was,” said Nilah, voice cracking.

“Well, that’s too bad, because I love you, kiddo, and I don’t want you to have any hospital stories of your own.”

The warmth of the alcohol mixed with the weight of her problems, and she slumped against Boots. It hit her suddenly, and she wondered what the hell Boots had been drinking.

“I missed my chance because of my sodding pride,” said Nilah. “Teacup’s code was rubbish, and Orna’s code—”

“Is much better, but you won’t use it,” said Boots. “I’ve already heard this part of the story from Orna.”

“You talk to Orna about me?”

“Kid, you’re on a marauder. There are like seven people to talk to. You know her code is better than yours, so why not use it?”

“Because I wanted my baby to be bespoke in every way.”

Boots shrugged. “Now you know your best isn’t good enough, and you can get over yourself.”

“Cheeky!”

“You’ll live. Borrow Orna’s code and move on. Can’t get wound up in little crap like that if you want results.”

“You’re the worst therapist I’ve ever seen.”

“Ask yourself,” said Boots, “what’s more important, the purity of every module of your code, or Harriet Fulsom’s head? You don’t have to be the best at everything, blah blah tough love.”

“Did you just say, ‘Blah blah tough love’?” Nilah chuckled, but forced herself to be stern again.

“There’s your therapy. Boom. Fifty argents, please.”

“Be serious.”

“I am being serious. Are you going to grow up and take Orna’s code, or are you going to insist on taking credit for everything when you rip out Harriet’s still-beating heart?”

Nilah sighed. “You make a good point.”

Boots climbed to her feet, grunting as she straightened up. “Come on, now. We’ve got to wake the doc for some hangover cures. I’m on shift in two hours, and the captain says you’re done with bereavement leave. There’s an important task for you.”

“Oh?”

“Comms security,” said Boots. “We’ve got to call the Athana.”

Nilah held up the Athana data crystal for Cordell, and he nodded his approval. She slotted it into a specialized drive housing, because after what’d happened with Kin, there was no way in hell they’d plug it into the ship.

Cordell and Malik stood watch over the tangle of wires the two mechanists had assembled in the mess hall. Boots was in the room as a historical/esoterica advisor, in case the crystal started making obscure references to weird goings-on. Orna’s job was security; Nilah had built the enclosure to be perfect and air-gapped from the Capricious’s networks, but Orna could shut it down, just in case.

Blue light inside the crystal flashed purple as it connected with Nilah’s system.

Orna looked up from her nearby workstation. “It’s asking to connect to a transmitter. Want me to open up a line to the outside world?”

“Let’s see if anyone answers,” said Cordell.

“Connection stable,” said Orna. “It’s saying something to someone, but I can’t decrypt it.”

“Hope it’s something nice,” said Nilah.

“User, please identify yourself,” said a computerized voice, its intonations smoked and dry.

“This is Captain Cordell Lamarr of—”

“Connected user, please identify yourself,” said the Athana, not masculine or feminine—just annoyed.

Cordell frowned. “This is Captain Cordell Lamarr, of—”

“Incorrect. You are not the one we heard when you connected,” said the Athana.

“What do we do?” Cordell whispered. “It’s not taking my credentials.”

“I think it wants to talk to the person it heard first,” said Boots. “Maybe Hunter Two?”

Cordell nodded at Nilah. “Give it a try.”

“Uh, yes, um…” The moment of truth. “This is Compass operative Nilah Brio, authorization code—”

“Unknown first-time contact. Let us feel you.”

Nilah grimaced. “I, uh…”

The crystal clinked inside its data contacts, and Nilah glanced down to see it eject a tiny, clear needle. She squinted to see it, but the thin shaft of glassy material trailed into some internal configuration she hadn’t seen before.

“What the devil?” she muttered, tracing her glyph and touching the edge of the crystal. Inside, she felt only the vaguest outline of a machine. Whoever had made the clever little device had nestled the configuration into the noise of data in a way that would fool any mechanist.

“Let us feel you,” the voice repeated.

Swiping her fingers around the edge of the cube, Nilah looked for any sort of defenses or poison delivery system just in case it was lying.

Two rapid clinks later, the crystal pricked her probing digit, extracting a drop of blood without warning.

Nilah drew back her hand in surprise as her dermaluxes flashed red. “Little bastard!”

“You okay?” asked Cordell.

She nodded as Malik came to inspect the wound. “So far, so good. Looks like they didn’t make a deposit, just a withdrawal.”

The crimson line of her blood flowed down through the needle, then smeared into a cylindrical lamination where glowing motes of various colors examined its contents. Nilah watched the little machine in wonder, shocked at the intricacies of it.

“You are Nilah Brio,” said the voice.

After it said nothing else, she responded. “Well… yeah.”

“Query and justification?”

“What is the Athana, and what can you tell us?” asked Nilah. “We’ve only just heard of you.”

“We are a secret repository hidden in the depths of space, funded by human governments across the galaxy, yet beholden to none. This facility was designed to withstand or avoid all catastrophe short of a false vacuum end-of-life scenario. It acts as a bulwark against the ignorance of its day, to provide leaders with answers that exist both in the context of their times and within the greater realm of history—though our wisdom is not for all. We can tell you anything.”

“Oh, really?” Nilah said, looking up at her crewmates. “We should test that. Do you know where Origin is?”

“Justification?”

Nilah opened and closed her mouth a few times. “Uh… I’ve always… wondered?”

“No.”

“Where is the Athana located, then? Maybe it’s best if we inspect your archives in person.”

“No.”

Cordell pressed the bridge of his nose with one hand and pointed to the Mostafa Journal with the other.

“Can you tell us where this video was captured?” asked Nilah, syncing the second crystal drive up to the Athana’s comms.

“Justification?”

Nilah cleared her throat. “There’s a madman named Henrick Witts depicted in those video files. He’s got a big space station named Bastion that can beat any armada, and he’s going to cast a series of glyphs that will steal all life in the universe and grant him unlimited power. I think that’s about everything.”

The Athana cube pulsed with prismatic light. “Thank you for adding to the repository. These images will be archived for further use in the future.”

Nilah gestured for the voice to keep going, even though it couldn’t see her. “And where was the video captured?”

“Coordinates transmitting. You have reached your query limit on this crystal.”

“Wait! You didn’t tell me there was a query limit!”

“You did not ask.”

The crystal went dark.

“Really?” asked Cordell, scowling. “You wasted a question on ‘where is Origin?’”

“It’s the source of all magical power! I thought it would be good to know!” She looked to the others for support.

“Would’ve been my first question, too,” said Boots. “For whatever that’s worth.”

“That query limit explains why almost no one had authorization to contact the Athana,” said Cordell, leaning over to look a little closer at its data cube. “I wonder if they even had limited queries in Task Force Sixty, or if that’s a new-user thing.”

“Maybe,” said Malik. “We don’t even know who runs the repository.”

“Probably GATO,” said Nilah.

“That’s a big assumption,” said Boots. “There were a lot more governmental entities out there before this go-round. We don’t even know if the Athana belongs to a modern organization.”

The crystal drive on the Mostafa Journal blinked a few times, receiving a transmission. Nilah traced her glyph and touched the base, weaving her magic inside to inspect the data—and found all of the galtags repaired, along with precise coordinates appended to the night scene.

With this information, she could find the location of Witts’s expedition, and hopefully, the Vogelstrand.

“I’ve got the coordinates, Captain,” she said. “But before we head that way, I’ve got a slight recommendation.”

“What’s that, Miss Brio?”

She smiled. “We need the ability to get far underground, fast, and I know who can sell it to us.”







Chapter Eleven

Focus
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The atmos bubble on the tiny asteroid stunk like the inside of a latrine. If galactic civilization only extended as far as its navies, Paprika was not civilization. It was a relic of a time before the Gate Cartel’s expansive network, when humans had to settle for the planetary bodies they could colonize—not the ones they preferred. A free colony in the tumbling asteroids of the Murphy Belt, Paprika was a known haven for pirates and anyone else who preferred to avoid the long arm of the law.

“Well now, Captain Lamarr… I never took you for a man of such expensive tastes.”

Checo DosSantos climbed down the side of their transport, leaping the last meter to the surface of the old starport. They’d taken the form of a short, muscular woman. Nilah admired the craft of their body, the natural look of the dark, freckled skin, the wiry curls of their long hair. She couldn’t imagine having the artistic talent to render herself from clay the way Checo could.

Nilah glanced around the crappy spaceport to see how much interest their rendezvous had generated. Unlike Harvest, Paprika was more suited to whacked-out homesteaders and survivalists looking for an easy score.

Nilah cleared her throat. “Actually, I’m the one with the expensive tastes, love.”

Checo shrugged, their hair bobbing around their bare shoulders. It was a cute look for them, and Nilah had to stop herself from gawping in front of Orna. She didn’t want her fiancée thinking she was developing a crush on the shapeshifter.

“I’m just glad you were able to get it for us on such short notice,” said Malik. “We recognize that it’s been a while since you were a Fixer.”

“Ah, but I’m finding myself further and further from retirement,” said Checo, walking around to the back of their cargo crate and banging six times on the rear doors in a very deliberate pattern. Noting Cordell’s nonplussed look, they said, “Humans are much harder to hack than autoturrets, Captain Lamarr. I keep live guards for that exact reason, and they tend to shoot if I don’t knock the right way.”

The doors swung wide to reveal a trio of armed guards, slinger rifles at the ready, standing before an enormous object in a white tarp. The guards were loaded up with some hard-core hardware, including scrying goggles to help them shoot through walls, so Nilah had every faith they were defending the real deal. Checo grasped the tarp and pulled it free, revealing a rugged fighting vehicle, its chassis low to the deck like a sleeping predator.

The guards helped pull away the rest of the fabric: six autoturrets in various hull-locking configurations, renewable shield generators, pivot-head wheels for traction, hoverlifts for speed and jumping. One of the guards started it up, and the sound shook Nilah like a starship engine firing—which wasn’t too far from the truth. According to her spec sheet, the vehicle was powered by the same drive that was in a lot of fighters.

It growled out the back of the container, coming to rest before the crew of the Capricious. Orna couldn’t stop herself from running her hand along the side and whistling.

“An Element Devil…” Checo’s eyes traveled appreciatively over the front grille. “I can’t fathom how you knew about these ridiculous machines.”

“That was me again,” said Nilah, raising her hand. “Did a publicity thing a couple of years ago for the Aior United Defense Industry show. Drove it. Loved it. Wanted one of my own.”

Checo quirked their lips. “You drove… a Devil? Did you use all of the features?”

She grinned. “Not the best one, no. Looking forward to it, though.”

Nodding, Checo said, “Okay. Well, you’ve got your Devil now, Miss Brio. I’m not sure why you want this monster, Captain Lamarr, but you’ve fast become one of my favorite customers.”

Cordell sauntered up and gently kicked one of the tires. “Oh?”

“An abundance of wealth and a lack of respect for the law always make for a fun time. I’m surprised you didn’t buy the ordnance that came with this beast. No nukes or seekers, just heavy slinger rounds.”

“No need to supply that,” said Cordell. “My quartermaster likes the custom stuff.”

“This one is a, shall we say, floor model,” said Checo. “A few dings, some scratches… and quite stolen. You don’t want to drive it anywhere in the vicinity of Prothero unless you’d like its former owner paying you a visit.”

“With what?” laughed Orna. “We’ve got their Devil!”

Checo removed a case with a cash pad. “Probably their other two Devils. Do be cautious. I’ve grown so attached to you all. This is quite the vehicle, Captain Lamarr. I hope you’re not intending to go to war.”

The signature taken down, Checo held the Devil’s auth crystal aloft, looking expectantly to the group. Nilah held up her hands, and Checo tossed the crystal over. Tracing her mechanist’s glyph, Nilah checked it, finding tens of thousands of layers of encryption. She could imagine why—the Devil had more destructive capacity than most vehicles, even the armored ones.

Cordell wrinkled his nose. “War would be nice.”

“Just watch yourself,” said Checo. “A lot of dangerous sorts have been trying to buy your whereabouts on the Link.”

“Like who?” asked Boots.

They checked their fingernails and dusted them off. “The usual. Sock puppet accounts for the Children of the Singularity.”

Boots frowned. “This better not be the part where you say you sold us out.”

“Please.” Checo waved their hand like clearing away smoke. “I’m going to wait until you leave before telling them you were here. Then, I retain a loyal customer, and I get to collect the bounty for a credible tip. It’s win-win.”

Cordell hooked his thumbs into his trousers and rocked on his heels. “Such charity. One of these days, you’re going to ask us for a favor, Checo.”

Checo smiled their enigmatic smile. “Pray I never do. Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

“What a dump,” said Cordell, looking at the scanners.

The trip to the final resting place of the Vogelstrand had been relatively uneventful, save for a brief refueling stop at a run-down freight hopper facility. The crew had kept their eyes on the Link, ever vigilant for signs of Witts’s ships attacking other armadas, though Nilah wasn’t sure what they’d do if there was news. It wasn’t as though they could jump over to the trouble and help out.

The Vogelstrand’s tiny resting planet had no name in the Galactic Registry of Worlds, and Nilah hadn’t been able to ask if there was more information. The Athana wouldn’t respond to hails after that initial interaction.

“What do you think we’re looking at here?” asked Aisha, squinting at the projection.

“I can tell you what’s there: grass, corn, and six atmospheric transmutation reactors,” said Cordell. “So, I guess that begs the question—why aren’t there any settlements?”

“I’m just going to take a guess,” said Boots, “a murderous colony ship like the Vogelstrand probably prevented any of its contemporaries from wanting to live here.”

“You think it was the colony ship?” asked Cordell.

“Almost certainly,” Boots replied. “Tell me you saw those amenities—at one point, it looked like Mostafa ran past a food court.”

“Sort of an odd thing to observe when people are exploding into shrubberies right in front of you,” said Nilah.

Boots shrugged. “People die every single day in all kinds of stupid ways. Heart attack, cancer, stroke… two thousand other preventable diseases. So when you’re going through historical records, you learn to ignore the death and focus on the context. When is the last time you saw someone get turned into flesh vines in the middle of a restaurant?”

Sunrise orange suffused the canopy as the ship breached the atmosphere. A rattle passed through the bridge, which unnerved Nilah. The ship had been rock solid before the battle at Task Force Sixty.

“Got some chop,” said Aisha. “Strap in.”

“Contact. Unknown vessel. Scanners are picking up the hull of a large ship,” said Jeannie. She and Alister had gradually taken over the combat awareness station, and they did a pretty good job as far as Nilah was concerned. “We’re trying to get some kind of make.”

“Everyone maintain your battle stations,” said Malik. “Captain, would you like to set jump coordinates in case it’s hostile?”

Cordell pulled the skin under his chin and nodded. “We’d better be ready to hightail it back to the Murphy Belt if things go south. Honestly, if we still had the Runner, I’d just have Boots do a flyover.”

“We were lucky Checo could get us a Devil,” said Orna. “They said there weren’t any airframes on the market because the Taitutians were buying them. Looks like they’re prepping for war. Prices are way up on all materiel, but ground vehicles are still pretty cheap.”

“Won’t be much call for tanks unless things get bad,” said Cordell. “Where are we on that ship, scanners?”

“It’s a few tons, sir,” said Alister, poking at Jeannie’s display. “Bigger than a marauder. Smaller than a frigate.”

Nilah strode over to his station, checking out the outline. In her mind’s eye, she tried to match it up to her brief glimpse of the Rangan from the fateful night Witts had killed his own crew. The ship certainly wasn’t spaceworthy—it’d been snapped across one axis like a twig. As for the sort of shearing force that could’ve caused that, a datamancer and an advanced AI could’ve done some fancy forensics. Unfortunately, they’d lost both within the span of a year.

“If I were a betting man—” Cordell began.

“You are, sir,” said Nilah, and he smiled at her.

“I’d guess that’s Witts’s expeditionary ship, the Rag… uh…”

“Rangan, sir,” Nilah corrected. “It matches the coordinates we got from the Athana, so it’s a good guess. Anyway, it’s got a stonking big crack through it, so… probably not going to attack us.”

“I’d suggest we put the Capricious down there,” said Malik, pointing to one of the topo scans, “in that gulch. It’ll be harder to detect us from orbit if we’re followed.”

“I’m inclined to agree, Mister Jan. Missus Jan, drop us five hundred meters from the wreckage.”

The descent was interminable to Nilah. They were on the verge of seeing Witts’s original vessel, and she could only glimpse gray clouds and a hazy sunrise through the bridge windows. She keyed up a long-range imager, but its optics weren’t the greatest, and all she could discern were two slabs of slate-gray hull with a mildewed orange stripe running down the side.

At long last, they settled onto the skids, the ship listing a bit before correcting. Nilah checked the exterior imagers to find a riverbed of broken shale supporting their weight. It’d take a few seconds to stabilize beneath them. On either side of the ship, canyon walls rose like natural battlements.

When they came to a halt, Cordell said, “Okay, folks. We’re going to do this right, and that means all hands on deck, loaded for bear.”

“I’m on another away team?” asked Aisha, fanning herself like a Carrétan noble. “My goodness, what an embarrassment of opportunities you’re giving me.”

“I only bring out the best when it’s necessary,” said Cordell, and she nodded sagely. “Gear up, and don’t leave anything on the table. Miss Sokol, I want you and Miss Brio out there in the bots on camo duty. Get our ship nice and netted with a lot of leaves on top. When we leave here, I want it to look like a bush blasting off into space.”

When they arrived at the bay, Nilah was stunned by the incredible array of weaponry Orna had laid out from their stores. It was a feast of death, with slinger rifles, high-caliber turrets, and every type of ammunition she could imagine sprinkled in. She waded in among the others, donning a pair of holsters and filling her bandolier with magazines. Beside her, Boots picked up a few boxes of flame rounds.

“These from Checo?” asked Boots.

“Nah,” said Orna. “Private reserve. You’ll love them.”

Things were considerably more cramped in the cargo bay with the Element Devil’s frightful armored shell taking up the hold. She wished they could hang it from the rafters like the Midnight Runner. The fighter’s clamps sat empty at the top of the bay, like a dog waiting for a master that would never return.

“I’m not trying to be critical, love,” Nilah began, touching Boots’s arm as she picked up a long-barreled, high-caliber slinger, “but have you considered something less… precise?”

“Oh, come on. I’m not that bad of a shot.”

“You absolutely are,” said Cordell, striding past to fetch a pair of pistols and an assault slinger. “Remember when you shot me in the Battle of the Harrow?”

“Okay, fine.” Boots picked up her own assault slinger. “Where are the scattershot rounds?”

“If I may,” said Orna, bringing over a weatherproof case and popping it open to reveal a vast array of golden casings with swirling, smoky tips. She affected a luxurious Taitutian accent as she said, “This particular hand-crafted model has notes of flashlight and incineration, with a strong disintegration finish. It pairs nicely with small organic targets like flesh vines and cultists. And, of course, it’s this year’s vintage, made by yours truly on this very vessel.”

“Not a bad pitch,” said Nilah.

“I’m the sommelier of slaying,” said Orna, “and these spell rounds are called shadowflash.”

Boots said, “I’ll take as many as you’ll give me.”

“Why did we buy that Devil thing if we’re not going to ride in it?” asked Alister, striding to the cargo bay door and looking over the rushing gray rapids outside.

“That’s for the Vogelstrand,” said Cordell. “The Rangan should be easy pickings.”

“Why not drop us at the top, then? You know, before you landed the ship,” asked Alister, strapping on a holster.

“And leave me to climb alone?” Aisha called across the bay. “Thanks a bunch, Alister!”

Malik snapped on his cargo vest. “Now you’ve done it, Mister Ferrier.”

As they finished gearing up, Orna and Nilah went out in Charger and Teacup to oversee the camouflaging of the ship. Charger dragged a huge netted tarp across the surface to confuse scanners, then proceeded to cannibalize several nearby trees. It fitted long branches into the mountings to create the illusion of an unbroken forest canopy. Nilah followed in Teacup, just trying to keep up with the new pathing module Orna had given her. It was a lot jerkier than the code she’d written for Teacup, and it didn’t conserve momentum the way she liked—but it worked with perfect reliability, and there was something to be said for that.

Nilah tromped out over the broken shale bed of an unregistered world with billions of argents’ worth of atmospheric processing and unclaimed land. Teacup’s scanners returned a beautiful environment, teeming with life, its atmosphere in perfect balance. This precious world was fallow ground for human civilization, yet no soul inhabited the place.

Probably because somewhere beneath its surface, it held a derelict ship, a rogue AI, and countless horrors.

“Do you think the Vogelstrand AI is, you know, functioning?” Nilah radioed back to the ship.

“You’ll have to ask it when you get there,” said Cordell. “We netted up?”

“Yeah, Boss.”

“One dead ship at a time, then. To the Rangan.”

Cool, misty rain condensed on Teacup’s carapace, forming rivulets along her armor. They commenced their long hike out of the canyon, with Charger and Teacup bounding ahead to secure grappling lines. Within a few minutes, it’d begun to storm in earnest, and Nilah looked down to watch a waterline rise up around the Capricious’s landing skids with some trepidation.

“Maybe we should’ve parked on a higher level, loves,” she said.

“Charger doesn’t think it’s a problem,” said Orna. “And between your eyeballing it, and his laser-scattered volumetric analysis, I feel like he has a point.”

Nilah hadn’t even begun to replicate Charger’s more advanced systems, like combat estimation. A battle armor pilot had a lot of need for analytical tools to calculate everything from jump height to blast radius. A good bot could save its passenger from hundreds of lethal errors, and she’d only gotten Teacup to walk and jump correctly.

Most of the crew handled the steep climb out of the canyon with aplomb. Malik and Aisha were naturals. Jeannie and Alister were also quick up the ropes; they must’ve had some infiltration training at the chalet. Orna led the effort in Charger, scarcely taxed at all with the aid of her servos. Teacup, though less steady on its feet, kept up the rear in case of problems—which turned out to be Boots and Cordell.

She clambered down the rocks, talons clinking all the while, to come between the pair. “We doing okay here, loves?”

“Hey,” huffed Boots. “We’re good.”

“Yeah, I’m done with this,” said Cordell. “Let me just ride on your back.”

Nilah recoiled at the indignity, surprised at how much the notion offended her. Here, she had a precision vehicle of the highest caliber, and he wanted to ride it. “Sir, this pathing module is new to me, and I don’t know if it’ll be stable enough to—”

“Ha!” Orna barked over the comm. “How does it feel, huh? Get ready, because everyone is going to be asking for rides from now on. Cap, don’t listen; she can hold you and Boots just fine.”

“Traitor,” Nilah said.

Boots and Cordell lashed their harnesses to Teacup’s utility mounts, and they scaled the rock face in a jangling, clumsy clump. Charger paused every five seconds to look down at them, and Nilah had to endure an endless cycle of soft laughter.

They crested the canyon wall to find the battered Rangan lying before them in two pieces. His hull had been pulled up in the middle by the trunk of a giant tree.

“That’s one way to stop a ship from taking off,” grunted Cordell as Nilah helped him over the last set of boulders. Then he hacked up a huge wad of phlegm and spit it into the canyon.

“Told you to quit smoking, Captain,” said Boots, setting down her pack and pulling out a canteen.

“I think I’ll quit climbing,” he replied through a scowl.

From the top of the canyon, Nilah looked across the rolling landscape. Green hills, salted with yellow hay, undulated beneath a roiling sky. A black forest of evergreens ringed the expansive meadow, their bristled trunks like jagged teeth.

“Come on,” said Cordell, putting his hands on his hips and stretching. “I want to see this ship firsthand.”

When they drew close, they found a fractured exterior, covered with blessedly mundane ivy. Nilah had been dreading seeing the fleshy pink plants since watching the videos of Witts’s apotheosis. Puffy weeds sprouted around the ship’s base like shocks of blond hair. Thick, soft moss and clover crept along the ground.

“What’s with the tree?” asked Nilah.

“Could be a botanist’s mark,” said Boots. “Enough juice could grow a tree like that in a few minutes, and it would absolutely demolish a ship.”

The Rangan was smaller than she had expected, though long. Her scanner readouts shape-matched it to a long-range expeditionary vessel, but the compositional reflections were all wrong. Its construction material was far too brittle to be a starship.

There had only been ten or so crew in the videos, but maybe Witts had slaughtered others on board. Perhaps there had been medical staff, logistics, navigation…

She imagined the people on the Rangan waiting for their friends to return, only to find a monster at their doorstep. Mostafa’s terrified, distorted bones flashed through her mind.

“Captain!” called Orna, her voice amplified by Charger.

They gathered around Charger, which stood directly beside the broken hull. At this range, Nilah spied lichen and mildew settling into any imperfections in the surface. The orange stripe of paint they’d seen from the air was little more than a chipped array of duraplast tiles.

“What’s going on, Miss Sokol?” asked Cordell.

“I thought I’d see if the ship had any systems online,” she said, “so I tried connecting to it.”

“And?”

Charger nodded to Nilah. “I think I’d like Hunter Two to confirm, because this is going to sound pretty weird.”

Nilah popped her cockpit and stepped down, slipping off her glove. Her palm interface worked as well as Orna’s, but skin contact was always her preference. She traced her mechanist’s glyph, placed it to the hull, and was surprised to find there was nothing inside. A normal derelict ship, even one that had been rotting away for years with no power, should’ve had some kind of response. She should’ve felt its mechanical bits rising to meet her magic, or even the milling pattern of the screws. A skilled mechanist could open an unpowered lock or jump-start a steam engine, but the Rangan felt like placing her hand against—

“Stone,” she said, looking up at Charger. “The entire ship has turned to stone.”

“How sure can you be?” asked Boots. “Maybe the hull is stone, but deep down…”

Nilah shook her head. “That’s not how mechanism works. With a ship of this size, we can feel its presence, even if we can’t hack it. There’s usually a lot of tech in there, and it all sort of… perks up for us.”

“Machines, uh, ‘appreciate’ us,” said Orna. “There aren’t any machines in here, or they’d say hi.”

Charger banged the side of the hull, and instead of hearing the hollow thump of regraded steel, there came the chunk chunk of a boulder.

“Okay,” said Boots. “Then we’re looking at a couple of options. First and most likely, this isn’t the real Rangan, but a statue of some kind.”

“Option two: Witts used some godlike powers and turned his ship into stone,” said Malik. “It’s not that much less likely.”

“How did he leave?” asked Nilah.

“Second ship, maybe? Come on,” said Cordell. “Let’s circle the perimeter and see what we can see.”

They walked in single file behind Charger and Teacup, their lenses sweeping the ground for traps. It would hardly be surprising, since they found so many defenses at Alpha, Witts’s abandoned base in the Wartenberg Mining Colony.

“It’s option two,” said Nilah, watching Teacup sample the air around a flower for toxins. “Malik is right.”

Boots wiped a bit of sweat from her brow. “How do you figure?”

“This is Witts’s style—he kills any coconspirators that aren’t useful,” said Nilah. “They murdered all of those people in the ice at Alpha, and again on the Harrow. Witts probably used the crew of the Rangan to find this place and break in, then killed them and had someone else give him a ride home.”

“Why would anyone work with a guy who always kills his partners?” asked Cordell.

“They don’t know about the other cover-ups, Cap,” said Orna. “That’s what a cover-up is.”

Boots pursed her lips. “But he couldn’t sweep his existence under the rug after we exposed the Harrow.”

“He’s hit critical mass,” said Nilah. “No need to keep silencing people if they’re going to do his bidding in spite of the evidence against him.”

They reached the break in the ship’s hull where the old tree grew, each of its branches taller than the Capricious. Its knotted trunk was at least eight meters across, armored with long strips of bark. A bed of brown nettles covered the earth, silencing their steps.

Nilah pressed a hand to the trunk, feeling the fibrous bark. “What kind of tree is this?”

“It’s a cedar,” said Boots. “Supposed to be extinct. One of the species that never made it out of Origin.”

Instead of an open cross section of the Rangan at the break, they found cleft walls, like a boulder split open. Broken bits of rock had tumbled from the wound to create a small embankment, and Nilah clambered up it to see if she could feel anything within the ship. There was nothing but solid rock, as far as she could tell. If the vessel had been transmuted to stone, it would’ve taken incredible power, probably more than she’d seen from Witts in the Mostafa Journal. He was potent, but the glyphs she’d seen simply didn’t have the bandwidth for that sort of effect.

With an amp, that could’ve been achieved—more evidence that a second ship had come for Witts.

“Hey!” called Jeannie. “Come here!”

They raced around the other side of the tree, hurdling the high roots to get to their comrade. Nilah found her standing back from the tree, her eyes fixed upon some target two meters up. She turned, and it took her a moment to understand what she was seeing.

The wood had grown into dozens of knots, or that’s what it looked like at first. The touch of a sculptor became more apparent the longer she stared. Her mind resolved the shapes of torsos, legs, arms… faces. The figuration was raw, unadorned by any serious detail, but Nilah could make out Captain Song, Klose, a few others… and Mostafa. The statues held in their hands thick cords of vines, as though they’d been bound to the tree. At their feet, someone had inlaid a plaque, like a historical marker.

HERE IS THE SOCIETY OF THE SILVER COIN,

BLINDED BY MOONLIGHT, MADLY IN LOVE.

IN MY GOLDEN WANING DAYS,

THEY WERE A BALM,

THEY LISTENED TO ME.

IF I AM TO SUCCEED, THEY MUST BE REMEMBERED.

WHEN HUMAN LIGHTS STILL BURN, THEY LIT THEM.

THERE IS SUCH A THING AS TOO PURE,

TOO PERFECT OF HEART,

TO DO WHAT I MUST DO.

THIS DAY, I LAID THEM TO REST IN THE MISTS,

THEIR GRAVE MARKER A TREE THEY CANNOT SEE,

A SHIP THEY CANNOT FLY.

THEIR TRUE CREDIT WAS FAITH,

AND THEIR SOJOURNS ARE FINISHED.

—HENRICK WITTS, 2791

“That’s over a hundred years ago,” said Alister.

“Looks that way, too,” said Jeannie, peeling off a lichen from a nearby root.

“Here’s my theory,” said Malik, leaning in to inspect the grotesque tree trunk more closely. “The Rangan touched down, Witts and company took the shard from the Vogelstrand, and then he killed them. His new friends arrived to pick him up, and he used their ship amps to test his new powers by creating this monument.”

“Wrote them a poem and planted a tree,” said Boots. “Swell guy.”

“What I wouldn’t give,” said Cordell, “for me and my slinger to have met him in a dark alley before he got all of those powers.”

“I wouldn’t need the slinger, Cap,” said Orna.

“He keeps hiding his monuments.” Nilah looked up at the faces sculpted into the trunk. “The one at Wartenberg would’ve survived just about anything, buried like it was. And this one is on an unregistered world, where no one will visit.”

“So why make the monuments at all?” asked Boots. “What’s the point, if no one will see them?”

“Think about the Taitutian records at Alpha,” said Nilah, “all of the artworks and books, sealed away in their vault. Think about all of the comms equipment perfectly preserved. He’s documenting his travels for someone, and I think it’s for himself.”

She reached up and touched the base of the massive plaque, running her fingers along its hammered surface. “I think he’s documenting his life for a post-human civilization.”

Charger drew out a pair of incendiary explosives from the clips on its back. “I say we burn this thing to the ground. If he wants history remembered, I want it erased.”

“I don’t think that’s appropriate,” said Malik, stepping up to Charger. “We may need to involve the authorities, and they’ll want to see evidence of—”

Charger’s chest plate opened up so they could all see Orna’s annoyance. “Why do we care what the authorities want? They’ve betrayed us at every turn! I’m tired of a civilization that isn’t pulling its own weight. I swear to god if all of you weren’t in it, I’d let Witts tear the universe apart.”

“But you have to admit,” said Boots, “it’s important to document this stuff. Get the word out. Share knowledge where we can, because… well, historical archives are the only thing that saved us in the first place. We’re a big part of history now, and we have a responsibility to the future we’re creating.”

“This monument isn’t history,” said Orna. “It’s Witts glorifying genocide.”

“If he’s attached to his little epitaph,” said Cordell, “then I’m with our quartermaster. Sokol, do we feel certain we can keep control of the blaze?”

“It’s pretty soggy out here, sir,” said Orna.

“Then please remove this eyesore,” said Cordell. “The rest of you, fall back.”

“With pleasure.” She closed her cockpit and unclipped a couple of thermal charges. “Step away, everyone.”

The bot leapt onto the tree, clawing up its trunk and placing charges as it went. It traversed the length, into the canopy and back down to the roots. Then it retreated to the mist-soaked crew and detonated the bombs.

Despite the wet conditions, the tree caught fire like a tinderbox, crackling flames roaring through the open meadow. Silver smoke rose from the pyre to feed the overcast sky, and Nilah regarded the monument for a long while. It’d cost Witts nothing to erect it—just a few powerful spells into some even more powerful amps—but the price in lives was far too high. She turned away in disgust.

Then her keen eyes picked up something strange on the horizon. In the distance, flocks of birds rose into the air, as a mountain began to move.

Through a black forest smeared bluish-gray by atmosphere, the land swelled as countless more birds joined those above. It kept inhaling, more and more, until part of it broke free with a spray of earth. Eight legs unfolded, crablike, from beneath the mountain. The bluff face gave way, boulders rolling beneath it to reveal the face of an armored lizard with one long, hooked horn atop its nose. Two eyes fluttered open in the gloom like spotlights, luminescent irises wreathed in iridescent flame.

It opened its mouth, and in the shock wave, they heard its voice, terrible and shuddering. Each reverberation of its cry suffused Nilah, and she sank to her knees to cover her ears. She’d been calling the wrong things gods this whole time. The magnitude of the creature—from its stony pincers, to its back, spiked with a layer of evergreens, to the thousand carrion birds in wailing circles over its head—threatened to crush her conscious mind under the press of panic.

The world bowed in silence, subdued by the scream, save for the calling birds wheeling above. Nilah took her shaking hands from her ears and placed her palms atop the wet earth, gentle blades of grass sweet against her skin after the battery of sound.

Metal claws wrapped around her stomach as Teacup skidded up to Nilah and stuffed her into its cockpit. Actuator rings locked around her fingers, and the dull aftershock vanished in the acoustically dampened compartment. She’d have a bruise after being snatched up like that, but the safety of Teacup’s armor stilled her heart.

“Is that supposed to be, like, a turtle or a crab?” asked Orna, snapping Nilah from her stupefied gaze.

“What have we got? Vogelstrand defenses?” Cordell asked, his shout cutting through the buzzing in her ears. “Boots! Tell me you’ve heard of this thing.”

“Not ringing any bells, Captain,” she said, eyes wide, “but I’m guessing it’ll head this way.”

“Hunter One, give me a range,” said Malik.

“Three and a half klicks, sir,” she responded. “Charger isn’t sure how long it’ll take to close ranks, but the mass estimate is off the charts.”

Nilah checked her readouts, finding a hundred tons of creature shambling their way. Her AI targeting system registered unlimited weak points—because an animal of that size wasn’t supposed to exist, and her scanners didn’t know how to interpret it.

Cordell holstered his slinger. “Everybody back to the ship. We’re not taking that bad boy on.”

Malik laid a hand on Cordell’s shoulder. “Are you sure that’s wise? That’s a lot of us running across an open field at a pretty slow pace. That’s clearly a magical creature, and if it fires on us somehow… Better to hide and send armored runners to get the ship ready and pick us up.”

Aisha added, “Even if we got to the ship, sir, something like that could crush us while we were heating up.”

A rolling thunder filled their ears, the striking of colossal bones as the beast charged for them. Teacup’s warning indicators gave her a speed: sixty kilometers per hour, three-minute ETA.

Alister blanched. “I don’t want to wait here to get eaten.”

“There are crevices we can hide inside all over the Rangan,” said Cordell. “But it’d be better if we could repel this thing.”

“I’ll drive the Devil,” said Nilah, glancing toward the canyon. Teacup, reacting to their plan, laid out a path and an ETA—good numbers if she got going. “No time for a decent landing, so I’ll be taking the quick way off the back ramp.”

Cordell craned his neck to get a better look at the beast in the distance. “Who’s supposed to fly the ship?”

“Orna can bring the Capricious. She’s a mechanist, and it’s only a machine, after all—”

“We’ve got precious few seconds to discuss, so I’ll be brief,” said Aisha, voice knife-sharp. “That’s not how piloting works at all. You think Orna can pull a cargo ship out of a multi-level ground-effect zone, but you’re out of your league, Miss Racer. I wouldn’t talk about your car that way. You don’t talk about my ship that way.” She turned to Cordell. “Captain, I’ll ride back in Charger. It’s so easy, even Boots can do it.”

“Hey!” Boots cut in, but Aisha hushed her.

“I’m the cargo pilot, and if you want to get that ship up here with the ramp open without tail-spinning him into a rocks kill, you’ll do as I say.”

It wasn’t that it was a bad plan, but Nilah couldn’t imagine Orna agreeing to yet another person riding inside the robot.

Charger’s cockpit popped open, and Orna stepped out. “Right. I’ll drive you back remotely.” The quartermaster grabbed a few weapons from her bot’s many holsters and stepped away, nodding.

“Thank you,” said Aisha, climbing inside. “Let’s go, Hunter Two.”

Teacup and Charger dashed across the meadow, tall grass slapping at their legs as they went. Nilah spared a look back at the lumbering creature in the distance, finding it closing on the Rangan at an unbelievable pace.

As Nilah came to the edge, Teacup calculated the jump, telling her to go for it, and she leapt. She came down hard, Teacup’s phantoplasm jets firing into the loose rocks of the riverbank. It took her a moment to scrabble upright from her gelatinous spell, but Orna’s pathing code had done its job admirably.

They raced along the edge of the river toward the camo netting, ripping an opening as they passed through. The wait for the cargo ramp to open was interminable, and they jumped inside as soon as it was wide enough.

Nilah popped her cockpit, stepping out. “I’ve got the Devil. Get to the bridge.”

“Copy.” Charger opened, and Aisha vaulted from its interior, headed for the stairs.

Without a moment’s pause, Nilah traced her mechanist’s mark and slapped a palm to the Devil’s door. Her magic threaded into the security systems, and it slid open with a “Welcome, New Authorized User.”

She wound through the troop transport section and into the cockpit, slumping into the driver’s seat with a huff. “I’m in.”

“Getting my big boy online,” came Aisha’s voice on her comm. “He’s pretty sleepy. Rain is playing havoc on the ignition. Stand by, I’m going to flush the engines.”

Sharp static and something else cut across the comm—water? Nilah’s stomach lurched as the ship bucked underneath her. A nasty grinding noise reverberated through the hull and the two-seventy engine jumped up and down, throwing her from her seat and wedging her against the window.

“What the bloody hell is going on up—”

“Piloting,” said Aisha. “This is the part where you would’ve crashed.”

Nilah pulled herself back onto her butt and strapped in before mashing the all-start. The Element logo materialized in front of her, a hard series of angles and glyphs, interlocked to form the outline of horns.

“Hello, New User,” said the AI, its voice smooth, though a little menacing. “I’m the Element Devil, the most advanced all-terrain skirmish vehicle in history, and I’m here to assist you with any and all combat needs. What would you like to call me?”

Through the windscreen and open cargo ramp, she spied the river dropping away. It wouldn’t be a long journey to the Rangan, so she needed to be combat ready. She kicked herself for not registering the system sooner.

The system buzzed once. “Repeat query: what do you want to call me?”

“Uh… the Devil.”

“I like it. And what are you called?” asked the AI.

The ship listed to one side and one of the engines thumped before whining in a descending tone. The Devil was locked to the deck, but the ship around it swayed woozily, and the open ramp loomed large before Nilah.

“Nilah! Can we skip the bleeding registration?”

“One last question,” said the Devil. “What’s your rank, soldier?”

“I don’t care, blast you! Whatever! Supreme being!”

The glowing red lines of the assault vehicle’s control console spun into being, and Nilah tried to remember exactly what she’d done those years ago at the arms show. Through the open cargo ramp, the beast’s head came into view, its jagged gray teeth glittering like wet granite.

“Good to meet you, Supreme Being Nilah. You’re looking at the most intense control surface for autonomously prosecuting terrestrial targets ever created.” A series of tooltips pulsed over various segments. “Let’s get started with basic viewport operation—”

“Skip it!”

More tooltips. “Those familiar with the Element Typhoon’s maneuvering system will already know—”

“Skip!”

“Like the Element Berserker, fire control can be accessed through—”

The monster turned to look at them, burning eyes like ruby mirrors, and its dirt-clumped lips twisted in anger.

“Skip! Skip! Skip! I need to kill something!”

“Now we’re talking, Supreme Being. Designate your target, and let’s get down to business.”

Nilah tapped the console’s HUD and highlighted the enormous creature in their midst. “Bring the short-range jump online.”







Chapter Twelve

Boarders
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Boots couldn’t be sure if she was the one shaking, or if it was the earth beneath her. With each passing second, the booming footfalls of the mountain grew louder. She’d wedged herself into a crack in the Rangan’s stony facade, and the rock face made an ominous grinding noise around her. If it collapsed, she’d be squished.

“Stand by,” said Cordell over the comms. “I hear the Capricious. And whatever you do, don’t shoot. I don’t want that thing’s attention.”

A tonitruous claw came down outside Boots’s hiding spot, mottled earthen flesh stained by streaks of iron and possibly blood—couldn’t walk like that and not squish something. Hundreds of wormlike cilia writhed between the scales, and Boots realized to her horror that each snaking appendage was tipped with a small, toothy maw.

And what the hell are you supposed to be?

“All crew!” came Malik’s voice. “It’s rearing back!”

Boots braced herself for the beast to strike the Rangan, but instead there came a spray of sudden, heavy rain. Something mirrored and silver came flopping to the ground outside Boots’s hiding place, bouncing across the tall grass. It took her a moment to recognize it for what it was—a trout.

She squinted at the fish. “What the…”

Cordell’s voice shook as he called over the comm, “Hunters! I’m going to need you here yesterday! We’re—”

A punishing deluge swept away all speech.

Clear water crashed across the opening to Boots’s hiding spot, sucking out the air with its passing. Her lungs burned and her grip loosened. All things considered, it wasn’t as bad as being tossed out of an airlock, but it was close.

Then it was over, and the water drained away, allowing sweet, cool oxygen to rush inside the crack. Boots gasped and sputtered, falling to her knees and trying to keep her voice down. Her comm had come loose in the flood, and droplets of water lodged in her ear canals, muting all sounds. She wiped her face and peered out into the broken section of the Rangan to find the stone detritus washed away and the charred tree snapped in half.

A thick coating of algae settled over the area like bile, and thousands of fish flopped around in the soup. Long strands of freshwater kelp lay strewn across the ground in a star formation from the fluid’s impact. When she looked up, she found the lumbering creature’s mouth hanging open, a half dozen waterfalls flowing forth. It had to have dumped an entire lake onto the fire in one fell swoop. If she’d been standing in the open, she would’ve been crushed.

Boots felt around her collar for her comm, hoping it’d gotten caught on her shirt. If one of her crewmates was wounded, it fell to Boots, as an able-bodied person, to drag them to safety. The mountain above her craned its head, eyeing the ground below with intense curiosity, and Boots squeezed backward into her hiding spot.

“Spare comm, spare comm,” she muttered, digging around in her cargo pockets as she shook the water from her ears. She had to get her orders—if they decided to make a break for it without her, and she missed it… There was a knife, some keys, her paragon crystal, and a set of crumpled-up ration wrappers from the last time she’d worn the pants. Drawing forth the wrappers, she spotted the gray rubber of her earpiece—as it bounced down to the ground and out of her hiding place. She muttered a short verse of swears and poked her head out to see if the beast was looking at her.

Something else held its attention, so she scrambled down the slippery, jagged rocks to paw around for her comm.

“Boots!” It was Cordell—the bastard was completely dry, probably from his shield. “What are you doing?”

“I dropped my comm!”

“Get your spare!”

“I dropped my spare!”

A gale-force gasp filled the meadow, and she looked up to see the mountain taking another deep breath. It waved its head, tracing the elemental glyph of water with its horn, and this close, Boots could make out motes of aquamarine magic gathering about its enormous belly, a scaly expanse dotted with hundreds of sharp, chitinous legs.

The triple-whines of the Capricious’s engines were like the bells of heaven to Boots’s ears. The ship came soaring over the edge of the canyon, rain haloing its engines with reflected light.

“It’s going to puke again!” shouted Cordell, and he rushed Boots, grabbing her with one arm and tracing his shieldmaster’s mark with the other. “Stay down!”

She watched in terror as the beast yawned once more to spew water across the open meadow, but the Devil ramped out of the back of the Capricious in an ambitious stunt jump—its hull crackling pink.

Boots’s eyes went wide as the vehicle vanished in a jump strobe. “Holy crap.”

The Devil came streaking back into existence over the creature’s head, a burst of fusion ripping off bits of its plant-crusted flesh and hurling them away in brilliant streaks. Boots could only watch for a split second before she screwed her eyes shut to stop her retinas from burning.

When she looked again, fire rumbled across the clouds like sunset lightning. She squinted at the blurry silhouette of the creature—it was missing a substantial portion of its head, and its jaw hung askew from long strands of torn meat. Water spewed forth in every direction, and an earth-shattering howl cut through her deafness.

Cordell helped her to her feet, and they watched the thing sway from side to side.

“I can’t tell if that’s the worst or best tank I’ve ever seen,” she said.

“What?” he shouted back.

The mountain lazily tilted toward them.

“Run!” she said, and they took off over the algae-slicked ground.

To Boots’s great relief, she was joined by Malik and Orna, as well as Jeannie and Alister. They’d emerged from their own hiding places in the wake of the explosion only to find themselves in danger of being squished. They hit the tall grasses at top speed, though it wouldn’t be enough. The beast was simply too large.

“Eyes front!” Cordell yelled at Boots, ushering her forward. “They’re going to hit it again!”

The Devil carved a donut into the meadow as it landed, spun, and peeled out for the beast once more. It jumped, knocking all of them down with another shock wave. Boots covered her face as she went skidding across the grass, buried rocks raking across her back. When the flash faded, she saw the Devil landing hard in a spray of mud and weeds, and she turned to see the gargantuan creature reeling like it’d taken a right hook from some divine entity.

It collapsed onto the earth with a quake, spilling gore across the landscape.

Boots sat up, eyes smarting slightly more than the rest of her, and squeegeed the caked mud from her front. It smeared more than she would’ve liked, but she made a valiant effort. Itchy heat prickled her cheek, and she patted her palm against it to find blood from an array of scratches. Then she frantically began to search her first-aid kit for her cleansing spray, since she had no idea what foreign pathogens she’d just rubbed into her cut. The others hadn’t fared too terribly—a few bruises, some sprains.

“If Witts has creatures like that,” said Cordell, picking the grass bits out of his tight curls, “why the hell haven’t we seen them before?”

The mountain heaved a final sigh, then fell still. Something about its form, its lumbering motions, rang a bell in the back of her mind. She thought of the fish and kelp boiling forth from its belly.

Green women, seeding the landscape.

“That was a Gardener,” she breathed. “Captain, I think that was a Gardener! That means… That means—!”

But if it was one of the mythical creatures, if it was, this hidden, backwater world was—

Her chest grew tight, and she thought she might asphyxiate. The Gardeners, which had heretofore been myths to Boots, were first-generation terraforming tech. According to legends, they could breathe fire, conjure seeds and even some wildlife. This one wasn’t a big naked lady, but it fit the other myths to a T. Gardeners had roamed the first colonized worlds, creating lakes, rivers, forests, and anything else humanity might need to survive. There was nothing like them in modern terraforming, and a specimen like that would probably provide arcane biologists with several new fields of study.

And they’d just killed it.

“Okay, Boots, okay,” said Malik, coming to her and crouching down with a penlight in his hand. He began feeling the back of her head for bruises. “I’m going to need you to take some deep breaths. What’s got you so upset, aside from the obvious?”

“That thing, the one we just blew up, is a Gardener. It’s… like… uh…”

“Let’s take our time, shall we?” Malik pulled out his medkit and swabbed her face. He threw a spare to Jeannie. “Miss Ferrier, could you help everyone else?”

As the cool sting of disinfectant hit her cheek, Boots looked into Malik’s eyes. “Gardeners. Immortal terraformers from Origin. Those creatures were seeded onto worlds to prepare them for colonies. I’d always assumed they were a myth, or an exaggeration.”

“And they still might be myths,” said Cordell, coming to crouch beside her. “First off, we proved it was pretty dang mortal. And you don’t know that was a Gardener, or whatever. It attacked us when we blew up Witts’s little tree.”

Boots shook her head and laughed. “No, it didn’t. It came to put out the fire. This proves the Vogelstrand isn’t just a colony ship; it was one of the original colony ships. We’re exactly one step removed from Origin here.”

Cordell rubbed his chin. “Maybe…”

Nilah pulled up in the Devil and hopped out, the vehicle’s armored plates steaming in the rain.

“That… was awesome! Tell me you saw that!” Nilah called, staggering toward them.

In the distance, Aisha landed the Capricious, and Charger came bounding out the back. Orna took off in that direction, probably because she wished to be back in her armor if something bad happened.

“Captain,” said Boots. “I’m telling you that this could be so much more than any other treasure I’ve hunted. We might be standing on one of the original five colonies from Origin… like from the Quintet War.”

Cordell patted his pockets and swore at himself for his lack of smokes. “Assuming you’re right, that Witts found an Origin colony ship, why wouldn’t he stay and exploit that tech?”

She chewed her lip for a moment. “Let’s just imagine that the big bastard we just killed really was a Gardener. If the stories are true, it would’ve been bound to a colony ship. If Witts pissed off the Vogelstrand but couldn’t destroy it, the ship would’ve made sure he was never safe on the surface of this world again. Hence the reason a Gardener was stationed right next to the ruins of the Rangan.”

Alister walked over, brushing the dirt from his legs before removing a large kelp leaf from the back of his neck. “So Witts got what he wanted, then turned tail and ran from a stronger enemy. Sounds like his way.”

“But he waited to erect a monument?” asked Jeannie.

Boots shrugged. “Hey, this is Henrick Witts we’re talking about. The dude is pretty vain.”

“Captain!” Nilah shouted in the distance, pointing to the bloody corpse of the mountain.

Black motes gathered around the Gardener’s crushed skull, fusing to open bone and muscle. A glow flickered in its dead eyes, rekindling after taking so much blunt trauma to the face. One of its forefingers twitched, creaking like a dozen tree trunks snapping in a storm.

Cordell frowned. “Okay, so looks like it’s actually immortal. Boots, I swear to god if you say I told you so—”

Boots cracked her neck and began jogging toward the Devil. “I’d never.”

“All right, everybody pile in! We’re moving out,” said Cordell, then he tapped his comm. “Missus Jan, we’re coming aboard in the Devil. I want dustoff immediately once we get him into the bay.”

Boots took one last look at the Gardener, whose corpse had begun to shimmer with healing lights, its massive lungs drawing pained breaths. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was watching something sacred, like the planet itself was resurrecting one of its noble guardians.

“Now that’s freaking majestic right there.”

“Everyone okay back there?” Nilah shouted over the ping of rocks on the Devil’s hull as they slalomed through a forest of boulders and dark evergreens.

“No!” Alister called back.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“I hate this,” he replied.

This was the second shift they’d taken in the valley, the Capricious landing in various locations along a ridgeline and running the Devil up and down the mountainside to do scans. The tank’s sensors were better calibrated for finding hiding places: caves, hidden ravines, and karsts. Orna and Boots had taken the first three-hour shift, returning sore and whining. Boots nicknamed the Devil the “whiplashmobile” and claimed that it violated torture laws. Orna said she preferred to do her scouting in Charger next time, because then Boots wouldn’t be around to tell her how to drive every five seconds.

That put Nilah and the twins on second shift, and contrary to Orna’s experience, driving the tank was glorious, glorious therapy.

“Boots said she didn’t like it, either,” called Nilah, scarcely able to wipe the smile from her face as she vaulted a fallen trunk the size of a house. She stuck the landing, powering out of the jump to zip toward the waypoint on her HUD.

The Devil’s clawed, articulated wheels tore their way along the craggy surface of the bluff, digging into dirt, roots, rock faces, and everything else. It’d been a lot easier to drive at the weapons expo, on a closed course with predictable terrain. Out in the mountain forests near the Rangan, Nilah had to take independent control of the front wheels—one joystick in each hand. That way, she could tilt the axle joints however she needed, jamming them into anchor points and lifting them over obstacles. The trailing wheels would follow suit, allowing the vehicle to flow across the terrain like a cheetah.

Nilah’s psychic link into the Devil gave her unparalleled control, beyond what she’d ever experienced. The more time she spent ripping across the mountainside, the more of the vehicular assists and limiters she deactivated. After just an hour or two, she felt fully competent to push it to the edge, which disturbed Alister greatly.

“Waypoint reached,” said Nilah, slowing the vehicle to a halt. With the press of a switch, she anchored it to the mountainside as solidly as the foundation of a house.

“Thank god,” said Alister. “How many times are we going to have to scan the same spot?”

Nilah squinted and checked her mission queue. According to her log, they were at the third stop of a fifteen-waypoint scanning tour. “What do you mean, mate? We haven’t been here yet.”

“Yeah, we have,” he said. “We’ve been here all day.”

She glanced at her mission clock. “It’s been less than an hour.”

No answer came.

“Alister?” she asked.

“Feels like we’ve been stuck in here all day,” said Alister. “That’s what I meant.”

“Please ignore my brother,” said Jeannie, piping up for the first time in a while. Nilah recognized a tired edge in her voice more and more nowadays. The recent adventures had only worsened things for the twin.

“He can tough it out,” Jeannie added.

Nilah punched her comm and leaned across to the mic. “Boss, come in, this is Hunter Two, ready to commence survey scan three of second shift.”

“All right. Copy on scan three,” said Cordell. “Holler in five minutes when you’re done.”

She tapped the survey button, and the Devil deployed its powerful sensor array against the ground, searching through the stone with its tactical scry spells. Once it was off and running, Nilah kicked back with a juice pack and stared out the window.

Alister climbed through the divider and into the cockpit, sitting down beside Nilah. “You’re not playing a prank on me, right?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You really haven’t already done this site?”

Nilah called up the waypoint checklist and tapped SCAN SITE 03. The map projection zoomed out to show sites one and two, the mission clock, the route they’d taken, and the negative results of both scans.

There was fear in his smile, discord hidden just beneath the surface, but it vanished before Nilah could be sure.

He shook his head at the map and laughed softly. “Must’ve been déjà vu. You ever get that?”

“Yeah, of course.”

Boots had told her to be on the lookout for lapses or strangeness with Alister’s memory. Was this one of them? It could’ve been a simple slipup on his part and, if she reported it, might make things worse. Reporting on his behavior hardly felt kind, besides. Maybe it was better to outright ask him, instead.

“Alister—” she began, but was interrupted by the Devil’s cabin going bloodred.

“Alert!” said the Devil, loud enough to remove any semblance of calm from the situation. “I have detected the object you seek.”

As the lights faded back to white, Nilah sat up straight and checked the console. The scan depicted a cross section of bedrock, its limestone insides spongy from years of water trickling through the strata. Caves pockmarked the interior in odd spots, black holes in the scan.

“Where’s the Vogelstrand?” she asked, and a tiny dot was highlighted in the center of the image.

“This is our first contact with the target,” said the Devil. “It’s an antenna.”

“It’s a dot,” said Alister, and the projection rotated and built out a few more slices of the antenna, lengthening the dot into a line.

“I am only thirteen percent finished with this scan,” said the Devil, “so you will need to be patient.”

They watched, rapt, as the projector built out a picture of the Vogelstrand’s leading antenna array, then stopped after two slices of the hull proper.

“I predict that I can give you a complete picture of this object with eight easy scans.”

That turned out to be a gross misstatement. There were chasms and rivers in the way. Close forests of stout trees blocked their paths like iron bars. Flash flooding turned out to be a danger from the incessant rain and mist. Some of the terrain was outright impassable, and the Capricious couldn’t ferry them everywhere, or it’d be low on fuel for the departure. There weren’t a ton of depots in uncharted space, after all.

The only two mitigating factors were the Devil—which kept them dry as they picked their way across the lumpy landscape—and Orna, who stayed on the comm with Nilah the entire time. They were in constant contact with the ship, relaying as much information about the buried structure as they could.

The Vogelstrand was even larger and more intricate than they’d guessed. Modern starships eschewed a lot of decorative accents, since rough edges tended to burn up on launch. The ships of Origin were built in a time of wonders, where they had enough raw magical might to design them in any way they wished and make them work with miracle tech. Images of those times depicted ships like launching castles, protected by impenetrable domes of magic.

By the time Nilah and the Ferriers returned, their shift had dragged far beyond their original plan. The ship picked them up on the other side of the valley, and they stumbled into the cargo bay, beaten up by hours of the bumpiest ride Nilah had ever experienced. Jeannie fell asleep several times during the journey—not a healthy sign.

That night in the mess, the Vogelstrand was all anyone could talk about. Its find had suffused the crew with an electric energy, and despite the occasional bout of soul-crushing grief, there was hope in the air.

It was so profoundly unfair, then, that her mind decided to give her dreams of the strange, fleshy vines blooming from her father’s chest.

A hull of flowing lines and scrollwork manifested before them, its form a paragon of Originata design. The scans weren’t in color, but Nilah could imagine what she might see: golden towers, silver plates, an unrestrained sense of opulence. And, most importantly, it was scanner-opaque from the surface, which meant there was no way to find a bay and jump into it.

The crew had assembled in the mess to review their exciting find but hit a wall when it came to how to board it.

“So the Devil didn’t have any suggestions,” said Cordell, “as to where we jump into this thing.”

“The scanners can’t give us a good picture through all the rock unless we get closer,” Nilah replied, touching the jagged edges of the model ship floating before them. “The Devil was able to pattern match the video and find the cavern where Witts and his crew entered down here.”

She pointed, and a cavern lit up attached to the ship’s side like a barnacle.

“Okay,” said Malik, leaning in to inspect the area. “So how does that help us?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Nilah, “and we could jump down and get a close-range scan.”

“It’s one thing to do that in open atmosphere,” said Cordell, “but you want to do it underground? I’m no geologist, but you might cause a cave-in.”

Aisha raised a finger. “Actually, I’m a geologist. You’ll definitely cause a cave-in.”

Everybody stopped short, save for Cordell and Malik, who nodded sagely.

“What?” she said defensively. “Did everything but my last semester at Sanderford College. Had to drop out and take a piloting gig so I could pay for my mom’s hospice care.”

Boots cocked her head. “Why didn’t I know that?”

Aisha shrugged. “Never came up. I had a life before I worked here, you know. Anyway, based on density scans, that’s porous limestone down there in the watershed ridgeline. As rain flows downhill, it removes soluble calcium deposits from—”

“We’re on a tight schedule here,” said Cordell. “Let’s skip the lesson and assume it’ll collapse.”

She turned back to her pilot station, grumbling, “The mechanists always get to explain things, but no, rocks aren’t cool…”

“We’d always planned to use the Devil to jump into an open bay on the Vogelstrand,” said Nilah. “I know this sounds dangerous, but what if we jump into the cavern, ping the Vogelstrand for bays big enough to jump into, and get out of there before a collapse can happen?”

“And the demon vines?” asked Boots.

“Aren’t getting through the Devil’s armor. As long as we stay inside the tank,” said Orna, “we’re safe.”

“You’re talking about mere seconds, Miss Brio,” said Malik. “You’d have to scan the ship, find a jump point, calculate, and jump, assuming the drive can recharge in time.”

Nilah’s chest puffed out a bit. “Sir, do you know how many system commands an average PGRF racer lays in per lap?”

Malik shook his head no.

“One hundred and seventeen in under a minute thirty. Fuel flow, camber, transmission, braking bias, not to mention that god-awful Arclight Booster.” Nilah enumerated them on her fingers. “The Devil isn’t that complicated, and he’s pretty helpful. I can get us into that ship if you’ll let me.”

“And if you’re wrong,” said Cordell, “can his hull take a few hundred tons of stone on top?”

“No,” she replied, looking to Orna, who nodded approvingly, “but it beats traipsing around the caves for a couple of weeks while Bastion is out there wreaking havoc.”

Boots cocked an eyebrow. “It’ll be a little while before they can be fully operational without an all-powerful teleporter. Harriet Fulsom lost a lot of blood from the holes I gave her. With any luck, she’s dead.”

“Cheers to that, darling,” said Nilah.

Slouching into one of the console chairs, Boots said, “For what it’s worth, I like this plan. The sooner we can unravel this mystery, the sooner we can strike while the iron is hot. I’d like to volunteer for the mission.”

Cordell played with his now-useless lighter, flipping it open and closed with a soft clink. “Okay. You think we can make this work, but we’re not sending the whole crew. If this thing goes to the dogs, someone needs to be out here to rescue you.”

Orna scoffed and folded her arms. “And what are you going to do, Cap? Dig us out?”

“Beats nothing,” said Cordell. “Anyone else want to volunteer for this lunacy?”

“You know I’m always down,” said Orna.

“I’ll go,” said Malik. “This mission is going to need a doctor and—”

“No offense, sir,” said Boots, “but you’ve been giving us all ‘tough love’ over this health initiative, so maybe it’s time to get some back: missions are bad for your health. You keep getting shot. Maybe leave this one to us?”

“I don’t get shot that often,” he protested.

Aisha said nothing, but laughed to herself.

Malik looked over the rest of the crew and frowned. “Is my help not required?”

When no one said anything, Cordell slapped Malik on the back and said, “Looks like you’d better kick it on the ship. Hope you’re enjoying management, bud.”

“I’ll go,” said Jeannie. “Been wanting to do something big.”

“Me too, then,” said Alister.

Cordell flicked his lighter once, admiring the flame before snapping it shut. “That’s a full roster. When do we want to do this thing?”

Nilah sighed and looked around at the tired crew. They’d witnessed a preeminent military force take a crushing blow firsthand, then dragged their asses across space to fight a giant turtle-crab. By the time they could return to civilization, who knew what kind of damage Witts could wreak?

“We’re already locked and loaded, Captain,” said Nilah. “May as well get this show on the road.”

“I just hope there’s something to shoot,” said Orna, heading for the bay.

The open cargo bay looked out upon a rolling, sunny field, not so different from Boots’s place on Hopper’s Hope. She peered through the windscreen from the copilot’s seat, trying to see past the dozens of heads-up display projections flooding her vision. The Devil had at least as many detection systems as her old fighter, along with a good chunk of combat tech she’d never seen before.

“Are you sure Orna wouldn’t be better up front with you?” asked Boots, puzzling through all the switches and knobs.

“My driving makes her nervous,” said Nilah. “Just don’t touch anything.”

Tightening her five-point restraint, Boots said, “Copy that.”

“User Boots Elsworth,” said the Devil, “if you’d like a tour of my extensive combat capabilities—”

“Later,” said Nilah.

“Something has been bothering me recently,” said Boots. “And I think maybe you can help. Why is it that Mother and Harriet couldn’t teleport me or drag me into a pocket dimension, but I can enter the Flow?”

“I’ve got a theory on that. The Flow is entered by opening a portal and flying, or in this case driving, into it. The porter’s mark is instantaneous transposition.”

Boots frowned. “So if I was on Bastion and it teleported…”

“Hope you’re wearing a spacesuit. You’re basically a dimensional anchor.”

“Haven’t been called an anchor since my first steady boyfriend.” Boots grunted, adjusting her seat to be more comfortable.

Nilah checked a few more readouts, eyebrows arched. “Why do you ask now?”

The cabin pressurized, and Boots’s ears popped. “I figure if I’m about to try out this new jump tech, I better know why this is happening.”

“You’ve been in the Flow before. You’ll be fine.” Nilah tapped the personnel mic. “All strapped in back there?”

“Affirmative,” said Orna. “Charger was a tight fit, but we’ve got him braced. Sorry there wasn’t room inside for Teacup.”

“We’ll get a bigger tank next time,” said Boots.

“About to start the mission clock,” Cordell said over the comm. “Devil, are y’all ready to boogie?”

“Yes, sir,” said Nilah. “Once we’re out, take off and get to a safe distance. These jumps have a tendency to throw debris.”

“Copy that,” said Cordell.

“Marshall here,” said Malik. “You’re cleared for launch. And this probably goes without saying but—weapons free.”

“Devil, let’s get that jump drive spun up,” said Nilah.

The system gave a little trill. “Yes, Supreme Being.”

Boots gave Nilah a quizzical look, but she just smiled and throttled up, rolling out of the bay onto the grass. It was a bumpy ride until Nilah switched on the dampers, then it was smooth as silk. She rolled to a stop, and Boots watched the Capricious depart on the rear imagers.

After she keyed in a few coordinates, the Devil responded with a little too much relish, “Jump point locked.” Boots felt weapons shouldn’t be so excited to go to war.

“Start charging the drive as soon as we arrive,” said Nilah. “We have to jump again almost immediately.”

“Acknowledged, Supreme Being,” said the Devil.

“Capricious is clear of your blast radius,” said Malik. “You’re good to jump.”

Nilah grinned and pushed down the throttle. “Let’s roll!”

The engine whined, reverberating through the hull as weeds slapped across their front bumper. Either the vehicle didn’t have gravity compensation, or it wasn’t on, because Boots’s stomach dropped, and her jowls smeared back on her face. Pink energy arced across the hull, climbing up the windscreen until the familiar magical tear formed before them.

With a great, sinusoidal thump, the world went bright white, the windscreen tinting with electropolarization until Boots could make out individual flames blooming inside a cavern. Streaks of light went flying in every direction, exploding against the distant ceiling.

The Devil skidded to a halt across the uneven cavern floor, but the rumbling continued. A half dozen alarms blared in their ears.

“You have arrived. Charging jump drive. Commencing scan,” said the Devil. “Awaiting jump coordinates.”

“Hurry up!” said Nilah, watching the map resolve before her on the projection.

Boots’s eyes flicked from the view of carnage outside to the collision detectors—red with proximity warnings. The ceiling above them had begun to crack, and a fifty-ton chunk of debris was headed in their direction.

“I’ll watch the scan! You drive!” shouted Boots, reaching across the console and slamming down the throttle.

“Hey!” Then Nilah spotted the incoming crag. “Oh.”

They shot through the cavern at breakneck speed, but Boots couldn’t make out a thing through the tumble of rocks and dust. Every instinct shouted for her to watch the unfolding carnage, but she kept her eyes and hands on the scanners. It wasn’t so different from the Midnight Runner, she told herself.

A mountain of rock smashed the ground in front of them, and Nilah swerved around it, narrowly avoiding a pancaked demise. She dove under an archway of cracking earth before ramping off a small hill.

“Yes!” she roared, eyes wild with adrenaline.

“Jump charge fifty percent,” said the Devil.

Boots tried to hang on while she pinged the superstructure ahead for fighter bay–sized cavities. Another sharp turn slammed her temple against the passenger side window. Between the different deposits and wildly changing environment, there was so much interference—maybe too much to get a fix.

“Boots, darling, let’s have those coordinates!” said Nilah, skidding past a rolling boulder.

“Almost got it!”

But it was all static. Boots frantically searched for any suitable ingress, but every time she saw a hole, it closed or fizzled away. She glanced up to see the flat wall of the Vogelstrand in the distance, brightly lit by the Devil’s visual enhancements.

Then a massive chunk of rock crashed down before the ship, obstructing their view.

“Boots!”

“I know!”

“Jump charge ninety percent,” said the Devil, the only calm one in the cabin.

Boots’s eyes traveled the scanner readouts, and a black spot reappeared where one had been before—a void.

Hell, why not?

She tapped the spot and sent it to the jump computer. “Coordinates locked!”

The wall of stone rushed toward them, and either they’d jump—or be splattered against it. Once more, pink energies coated the hull, and the Devil rent space asunder. Bright light filled their view, and Boots shut her eyes. Her restraints cut into her chest and blood prickled her cheeks as they went screeching to a halt, all tires stuttering against the ground.

Nilah was laughing.

More like cackling.

It clashed somewhat with the blaring of alarms.

Boots creaked her eyes open and cut them in her companion’s direction. Nilah was nearly wheezing with ecstasy, bent over the steering yoke with a huge grin on her face. Boots looked out of the windscreen to see a roiling column of black smoke, a conflagration under desperate siege by ancient fire suppression systems.

She spotted the overwrought decorations and Originata outside, and her heart skipped a beat; they’d made it aboard the Vogelstrand. For so many years, Boots had swindled and lied about things far less important than this place. Now, the only thing between her and a major piece of human history was a layer of tank.

“I’m detecting a nasty fire outside,” said the Devil. “Are we pleased about that, or should I put it out?”

“You can do that?” asked Boots.

“I’m designed to cause destruction wherever I go,” said the Devil. “My creators were wise enough to include top-notch catalytic firefighting capabilities.”

“Please,” said Boots.

The canister launchers spat out a pair of silver, glyph-covered balls into the encroaching flames, which snuffed out instantly in their presence. Then the balls sucked in all the smoke, storing it inside their tiny hull, and the glyphs went out.

Nilah finally took a breath to give Boots a big smile and say, “I’ve still got it, mate! I’m the maestro of motors! Did you see that bloody driving?”

Boots gave her a pained look as she loosened her harness. “Closed my eyes at the end. I’m sure it was incredible.”

She shrugged. “’S all right. Going to make you all watch the playback on the ship.”

Their comm dinged once. “Insertion team, this is Sleepy. Please report.”

“Alive and well, sir,” said Boots. “We’re inside the Vogelstrand.”

“What do you see?” asked Malik. “Our video uplink is being scrambled by interference.”

“Good question,” said Boots, flipping the imagers to low-light mode.

A wide-open bay spread before them, its walls covered over with thousands of fleshy vines. Dotted among the framework of leaves were human-sized blossoms, their petals a startling vermilion, and they pulsed in slow time—breathing. Nearest the armored carrier, the plants were mere carbonized stencils on the wall, and a few casket-sized pods hung open.

This had been the ship’s hibernation bay, and those vines had cracked open the pods and eaten everyone inside.

“The air outside is safe,” said the Devil. “Should I prepare the personnel area for egress?”

Boots stared, wide-eyed, at the deadly plants slithering around the walls. “No! No. Uh, nope, we’re good. Maintain internal cabin pressure and initiate biohazard protocols,” she said, hoping that was one of the Devil’s features.

Their ears popped as the pressure increased a little, and the Devil replied. “Easily done. Please know that you are all safe within my confines.”

“Devil, make sure none of those vines touch us,” said Nilah.

“Supreme Being, I can energize the hull with a one hundred–enra flash charge of arcane power,” said the Devil. “Any life-form that attempts contact with us will be nothing more than dust and a bad smell.”

“Devil,” said Nilah, “we need to get to this ship’s engineering deck. Any passages we can use?”

“This ship’s layout isn’t in my exhaustive data banks. However, I can attempt a likely-choice analysis based on object recognition and scanner reflections.” A glowing, golden line appeared on the HUD, indicating they should turn around.

A thick bundle of vines shot out from the wall, entangling into a bone-barbed harpoon and striking at the windscreen like an asp. A bright crack lit the cargo bay, and only a cloud of swirling ash was left.

“I can continue this hull charge for three point five years,” said the Devil. “I do hope that creature makes another attempt.”

“Pretty cocky, for a car,” said Boots, grimacing at Nilah. “I see why you two get along.”

“Har-har,” said Nilah, shifting into drive. She tapped the personnel comm. “Stay strapped in back there, we’re moving out.”

She made a three-point turn and rumbled toward the exit of the bay, where the gold line made a hard right. As they rolled through the corridors, Boots was struck by the extraordinary decorations of the ship, covered over by centuries of rot. Long trails of algae dripped from atmospheric scrubbers, growing in the cool water of the condensers. The Vogelstrand either couldn’t clean itself or hadn’t bothered to do so. She recognized various components from archival photos of the expansion period, but she wasn’t sure what most of them did. Baron Gaultier would probably love to get his hands on just one mundane piece of tile from the ship.

“Hey,” said Orna. “Pensive and Spyglass are complaining of nausea, but I’m fine. You two feeling anything up in the cockpit?”

“Negative,” said Boots, checking Nilah, who shook her head. “We’re good. What’s going on?”

“Pensive says he’s going to barf,” said Orna, “and… Oh, the wall just dispensed a medical waste bag for him.”

“Not everyone can handle my more exciting maneuvers,” said the Devil. “I’m equipped for that.”

“Don’t ruin my new-car smell,” said Nilah, nostrils flaring.

“It’s not the maneuvers,” said Jeannie, audibly gulping. “There’s something wrong with this place.”

“Psychic resonance?” asked Boots. “All the semi-dead people?”

“That’s a reader stereotype,” said Jeannie. “It’s not a real thing, and—”

“Okay, they’re barfing,” said Orna. “Let’s get some AC back here.”

They came to a blocked door where the golden line terminated. Boots checked the readouts and saw a titanium composition, not the regraded steel of a modern ship.

“Would you like me to clear the obstacle?” asked the Devil, autoslinger turrets locking into place on either side of the cockpit.

Nilah smirked. “Would you, love?”

The turrets roared to life, transforming the blast door into a molten orange blob. The Devil rolled over the entrance, and on its hull integrity readout, Boots watched it pick up each articulating tire like it was stepping over something disgusting.

“My god, it’s like easy mode,” Boots chuckled. “We ought to board more ancient ships this way.”

“Why, thank you,” said the Devil as they came to a narrowing in the passageway.

This corridor was clearly meant for pedestrian crew, three meters across by four meters high. Boots’s heart sank at the possibility that they might have to get out of the Devil, and behind them, a creeping bed of vines eagerly followed their progress.

“Maybe we could jump to engineering?” asked Boots, searching the scanners.

“Nonsense,” said the Devil, wrenching them hard left as it placed its articulating wheels onto one wall and ramped up onto its side, slinging them about the cabin.

Boots grunted, hanging limply from the restraints, and wished this monster of a car had internal gravity drives.

“Oh, my god, warn me next time!” shouted Orna. “Oh, ugh. Ugh! Pensive dropped his bag.”

“Not to split hairs, love,” said Nilah, “but this disgusts you? You have literally torn people in half.”

“Inside Charger!” came Orna’s reply. “Who, by the way, is probably starting to get a complex about being vomited on!”

Nilah whistled nervously as they continued deeper into the bowels of the ship. The Devil easily squeezed through doorways and around corners, wriggling its segmented body through the labyrinth like a rat. The ship kept closing doors in their path, and they kept blasting them. Boots was relieved when they came level next to a bank of elevators.

“I love this bloody thing,” said Nilah, petting the steering yoke. “You’re a little beauty, yes, you are.”

Boots pointed to the nearest cargo lift. “That’s where the line is taking us, to the engineering deck. If we try to ride the elevator, the Vogelstrand is probably going to drop us to the bottom of the shaft.”

Nilah nodded and grabbed control of the weapons array. “Agreed.”

She jerked the trigger and blew the door to molten shards, then crept forward until only the front bumper of the Devil was inside. A lift car came whooshing down at them, and she nailed it with a few shots before backing into the hallway. The broken carriage went plummeting to the bottom of the shaft in a flaming skeleton.

“Okay,” said Boots. “That works.”

Nilah tapped the personnel comm. “We’re going down, and gravity might get funny on us. Be ready.”

“Sure,” said Orna. “Thanks.”

The Devil slid into the elevator shaft, bracing its wheels on opposite walls.

“Next stop, engineering.”

They were almost out of the shaft when they lost traction.

The transport’s bumper caught on the jagged elevator threshold as the ship’s gravity attack tugged it loose. For a moment, they were in freefall—no, faster than freefall. The Vogelstrand was accelerating their doom, sucking them down into its lower decks.

A pair of grappling hooks shot out of the front of the Devil, their tow cables spiraling as they flew. The hooks popped a pair of guidance thrusters, making an abrupt turn into the open elevator doors on the engineering deck. Boots and Nilah slammed back into their seats as the tires caught and the Devil began to winch them up.

At long last, they emerged onto the engineering deck, their guts in a twist, and Nilah rolled to a stop a few meters onto level ground.

“On a scale of one to five, how pleased are you with my response?” asked the Devil.

“That gets a five from me,” said Nilah hoarsely, her dermaluxes green.

“Thank you, Supreme Being. We’ve arrived on the engineering deck.”

The light amplification systems projected their surroundings onto the windscreen, rendering each panel and conduit in perfect detail. Boots’s heart skipped a beat as she recognized the pathway that Witts’s team had taken. This was where Mostafa had been shot, which meant the computer core wasn’t far.

It all seemed so surreal. Just two years ago, she’d been barely scraping by, eating reconstituted noodles and drinking whiskey out of the bottle, and now she was salvaging Quintet War–era colony ships—with a healthier diet, sadly. Boots’s love of mysteries had taken her beyond civilized space into the arcane unknown.

“I suggest we take this slow,” said Boots.

The personnel compartment door slid open, filling the cabin with the stench of sickness, and Orna poked her head through.

“We’ve got a problem,” she said. “Jeannie and Alister are just about to hyperventilate back there.”

“Should be smooth sailing now,” said Boots.

Orna shook her head. “I don’t think it’s motion sickness. Take a look.”

Boots unstrapped herself and peered around the corner into the personnel bay; it was a pretty bad mess in there. One of the biohazard bags lay tipped over, its contents massaged all over the room by the shifting gravity.

Then she saw Jeannie and Alister, faces locked in pain, palms pressed into their eye sockets.

She turned to Nilah. “Get us somewhere safe. Looks like we should’ve brought the good doctor after all.”
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Nilah tapped the lockdown button, and thick spikes on pistons braced the Devil against all surfaces within reach.

“Defensive mode engaged,” said the Devil, a little too confidently. “Would you like to designate any friendlies outside this vehicle, Supreme Being?”

“Anything bothers us, you blow it to hell, mate,” said Nilah, unstrapping and following Boots into the back.

The smell bowled Nilah over, and she did her best to breathe through her mouth. Boots knelt before Alister, checking his vitals, and Orna did the same for Jeannie.

Nilah patched through to the Capricious. “Sleepy, come in. There’s something wrong with our twins. Looks like they’re in a lot of pain.”

“It’s… like something is trying to get out of my head,” said Jeannie.

“Okay,” said Malik, “first, we’re going to need to validate that nothing has broken the outer seal of your vehicle. I don’t know the precise nature of those magical pathogens we saw in the recording, but we have to assume they’re a biohazard.”

“I’ve maintained full hull integrity the entire time, and I’m equipped with the best NRBCA filtration systems on the market,” said the Devil, “so you’ll want to look elsewhere for causes. You have all been exposed to the atmosphere of this planet. I can scan you for the presence of known contagions.”

“No need to be defensive,” said Nilah as a scanning arm popped out of the ceiling. She positioned it over Alister’s head, and it began to hum as the sensors inside spun up.

“Scanning,” said the Devil. “Negative, organ inflammation. Negative, elevated white blood cells or blood and lymphatic toxicity. Negative, known curses and magical effects. Blood pressure elevated. Pulse elevated. Extreme synaptic activity detected.” The scanning arm switched off in a descending whine. “This male appears to be thinking very hard about something, which could be creating psychosomatic issues.”

“Meaning?” asked Nilah.

“He’s worried sick, as they say,” said the Devil. “Is this his first combat operation?”

“Been in plenty of combat. Seen a lot more bodies than you ever will,” muttered Alister.

“Give me time and opportunity,” replied the Devil.

Nilah touched Alister’s damp forehead but felt no fever. “What’s on your mind?”

He shut his eyes, brow knitting together. “I don’t know. There’s just this… like… dread the deeper we go.”

“I feel it, too,” said Jeannie. “It’s like my mind is… wriggling in my skull. Thoughts keep bumping up against one another.”

“We’re not feeling any ill effects up here,” said Malik. “Boss, perhaps we should consider scrubbing the mission. Our crew could be in serious danger.”

“If we do that,” said Boots, “it’ll be harder to board the Vogelstrand a second time. Right now, it’s unprepared for us, but it has tried to stop us several times. Some part of that AI is still kicking around inside here. It might adapt some better defenses.”

“Like what?” asked Cordell.

Boots gave Nilah a grim look. “If the legends are to be believed, this ship would’ve had seed pods for hundreds of those Gardeners. If we gave the Vogelstrand time to sprout one, I bet it could mess up the Devil pretty easily.”

“If it can be killed, I can kill it,” said the Devil.

Boots shook her head. “Well, it can’t be killed, so thanks for playing. We might be looking at a monster or ten if we come back.”

“Hunter Two,” said Cordell in Nilah’s ear. “We’re on a private channel here. Malik thinks you can set the med bot on the Devil to monitor the twins, tranquilize them, and continue the mission. I’ve got Hunter One and Boots patched in, as well.”

Nilah stroked Alister’s hair and checked on the other Ferrier. Jeannie was no better, and they were terrible at comforting her. Boots and Orna looked to Nilah, conspiracy in their expressions.

“Sir, I respectfully disagree,” said Nilah. “You don’t put a hurt racer on the track, no matter the reason. It costs millions of argents to get a team to the track, but life is worth—”

“Hunter Two, you are not racers,” Cordell cut in, not rude, but final. “You are a paramilitary force that has killed civilian terrorists in Allied Space. Your advice is noted, but we must maintain mission integrity.

“This seems cruel,” Cordell continued, his tone a lot more consoling than Nilah was expecting. “I know better than most what it is to tell someone to go into danger, but I think Boots is right. The more we attack the Vogelstrand, the more likely it is to develop a viable countermeasure. Set the Devil to tranq them and move out.”

Nilah nodded, feeling a bit sick herself. It was a betrayal to drag the twins deeper into the ship, but they were only a few dozen meters from their objective. She traced her mechanist’s mark and placed her palm to the control panel, connecting to the core of the vehicle.

No sooner had she relayed her wishes to the computer than a pair of injectors snapped out of the wall and dosed the twins. They had just enough time to register surprise before passing out. Nilah found the levers to move their seats and converted them to beds with a full monitoring setup. It wasn’t quite as good as the med bay on board the Capricious, but it was close.

“Sorry, darlings,” she whispered, securing Alister’s chest strap. “Captain’s orders.”

Once they were both squared away, Nilah straightened up. Her companions were obviously displeased with the situation, but neither woman had anything to say about it.

“Let’s get rolling,” said Boots, pushing past to get to the cockpit, and Nilah followed without a word.

They continued onward into engineering, where the fleshy vines hung thick from the ceiling. Periodically, a long tendril would be in the Devil’s way, and it would recoil to prevent vaporization. Nilah thought it unlikely that the vines were protecting themselves, but rather, conserving their resources to wait for the right time to strike.

“There,” said Boots. “Beyond that doorway is the central power unit for the ship. That’s where the AI was located in the Mostafa Journal.”

“If you’d like to connect me to the ship’s AI,” said the Devil, “I can subdue it with my advanced suite of cyberattack tools.”

Nilah balked. “You’re the only thing keeping us alive. No bloody way am I connecting you to this ship.”

She melted the last set of doors and rolled through. On the Mostafa Journal, the engineering deck had seemed reasonable, if a little large. In person, it was like driving into the center of the most majestic cathedral in Old Town Aior. The architecture, though stained and dusted by time, was soaring and hopeful, indicative of the Expansion Era. The ship had been designed by a civilization with an embarrassment of riches and unity of purpose. It would’ve inspired Nilah, had she not seen what riches and purpose had done to Carré.

“Look at that,” said Boots, pointing out some of the gilding on one of the nearest columns.

The imagers zoomed in at her request. There were farmers carrying massive clay pots, ancient humans setting fires, and depictions of the first monetary trades—all wrought from gleaming gold. Matte lines of white duraplast were worked into the statuary, breaking up the arrangement like fine bone dishware. Scarred frescoes of shimmering paint illustrated the starting points of civilization, things like government, agriculture, and currency.

“A bit weird choice in artwork, though,” said Nilah.

“I think… they’re emergency manuals,” said Boots. “In case the colony experiences an age of illiteracy, they can reboot with these. There are the basic cultural memes here.”

Nilah squinted at the artworks. “They arrived on a computerized ship, Boots. They’re not going to forget how to read.”

“Colonies are supposed to last forever. Could be famines, demagogues, radicalization to anti-literate values, genetic failure…” Boots listed them off on her fingers. “You never know what might cause an apocalyptic event, but there are always going to be some survivors on the other side, and they’ll need to rebuild.”

“Still, seems a tad strange for an engine room.”

“I think this was supposed to be the seat of government after the ship landed. Clear out all of the equipment, and you have a court. A seat of law is civ step one,” said Boots, pointing up at some of the panels. “See those tabards on the ceiling there? Those are proto-Standard heraldry for the founding families of this mission. The Clarkesfall Landers used a variant when they set up that colony.”

“Yeah,” Orna piped up from the back, “this is exciting and all, but those features didn’t save the colony, so they weren’t that good. Can we get back to the mission?”

Nilah mouthed the word “sorry” at Boots, who waved it off. There was wonder in the older woman’s eyes, and she hated that they wouldn’t have time to indulge it. Given the marvels contained in engineering, she was getting excited to see the Vogelstrand’s main reactor control.

They rolled through a massive archway, and the sight stole Nilah’s breath.

Instead of beautiful frescoes, they found a thousand pairs of dangling legs, wrapped in a tangle of vines like heartberries from a nettle bush. The heads were obscured by darkness, but dead hands hung by their sides, fingers twitching like skittering spiders.

“I think we can assume,” said Nilah, scarcely able to stop herself from retching, “that the ship moved most of the bodies over here after Witts stole that shard thing. How are these plants still alive? No food, no sunlight…”

“The reactor core,” said Boots. “It’s supposed to passively keep the ship powered for thousands of years. Again, in case of civilizational collapse, it’s going to be somewhat autonomous. Maybe they’re… feeding from it.”

The ship’s ancient projectors whirred to life outside the Devil. Shivering light became the outline of a nude woman, skin like oil slick, holding a spear, sitting atop a dais in the center of the room. She clutched the weapon close to herself, head hung low, and her silver hair fell across muscular shoulders. On the ground beside her lay a man’s severed head, eyes frozen open by the death blow. Both of the illusions stuttered and pixelated under the failing light of ancient tech.

Nilah looked to Boots, who grimaced.

“I never know what to say for a first impression,” Boots whispered.

Tapping the exterior loudspeaker, Nilah said, “Hello. I’m Nilah.”

Boots swatted her hand from the button. “‘I’m Nilah’?”

“You didn’t have any better ideas!” Nilah hissed.

“Hello, Nilah,” said the projection, not looking up. “I am Ursula, failed and undying.”

“Oh, uh, sorry to hear that,” said Nilah, looking to Boots, who gestured for her to keep going. “We’re hunting the man who stole the shard of the, uh, dead art from you.”

Ursula’s eyes locked onto them at the mention of a shard. “So you can take it for yourselves?”

“Hey, lady,” said Boots, leaning over to talk into the mic, “before two weeks ago, I didn’t even know this ship or the shard existed. We’re not here because we want your forbidden knowledge. We’re here because we need to kill a guy.”

Ursula stood and pounded her spear’s shaft against the deck, where the projectors rendered a weak lightning show that might’ve been impressive in another era. She held her hand over the severed head, and it jumped up into her reach, where she seized it by the hair. “State your full identities.”

“Any reason to lie?” asked Boots, and Nilah shook her head no.

“I’m Nilah Brio, and this is Boots Elsworth. We’re part of a crew that’s been hunting Henrick Witts for two years.”

The statue’s eyes widened, flashing the same blue as the spear. Was it processing something? “From the Capricious.”

Nilah gaped. “Uh, yes, ma’am. That’s correct. Might I ask how you’ve heard of us?”

“Your civilization loves the sound of its own voice. It drowns the stars, choking out cosmic glory with its myriad transmissions,” said Ursula. “When I first landed here, it was quiet, but now space is so loud. I have followed the stories of your exploits with great interest.”

“Because you wanted to see if we could kill Witts after he robbed you?”

Ursula smiled. “No. I wanted to see how long it would take you to die. I am impressed at your longevity, but you will never strike down Henrick Witts. It is sad, though”—and the smile disappeared—“because you have brought alchemy before me. You have knowledge of it, and so must die.”

The Devil popped up a few convenient targeting messages on the readouts, pointing out vital spots in the ship’s structure. It was tempting to pull the trigger on the central server cluster when Ursula threatened her, but Nilah restrained herself. They hadn’t gotten any usable intel from the place yet.

“We did what now?” asked Nilah.

Shadows fell across Ursula’s face. “Your vessel. Something inside stinks of the forbidden art.”

Nilah muted her mic. “The twins?”

“I’m guessing,” said Boots. “Keep it talking.”

“If you’re going to put us down,” said Nilah, “may we at least die satisfied?”

“A last meal?” asked the woman.

“Knowledge,” said Nilah.

“The purest quest… I am not cruel,” said Ursula. “If answers would comfort you, I shall share what I may.”

“Why can’t Henrick Witts be killed?” asked Nilah. “He’s only a human, right?”

Ursula lowered her head and raised the man’s. He opened his mouth, speaking with a reedy voice. “He possesses the forbidden art, the unbreakable and dead, the unconquered, the crucible of realities, the poet’s pen. Henrick Witts is the Inheritor of Alchemy and the Pretender of Origin.”

Boots rubbed the bridge of her nose. “So he can turn lead into gold. Big whoop. Why can’t he be killed?”

The male head shook no, an unnerving gesture, since it had no neck muscles. “A glyph is but an instance, a single letter in the language of the firmament. Alchemy is the code of glyphs, the program upon which our reality is written. His mind is unlocked! Liberated! Glorious! He cannot die! All glory to the masters!”

Ursula tossed the raving head into the shadows, where it bounced once before dissolving into pixels. She then turned to face the Devil once more. “No creature has the strength to oppose Henrick Witts. No military, no civilization, least of all a band of smugglers in a pale imitation of a warship. That is why you should rest easy when it is time for you to join me in death.”

Nilah keyed a charge into the jump drive. It wasn’t time to go, but she wouldn’t be taking any chances. “Why are you doing this? Killing everyone who knows your secret?”

Ursula turned her back to them and conjured a swirl of stars overhead, churning them into a spiral galaxy with her spear. “Because it falls to me to protect the legacy of humankind. When humanity first ascended from its cradle into the heavens, alchemy was but another tool at its disposal. Few understood it. Fewer still could master even its basic tenets.”

The stars lengthened from points into lines, and the view zoomed in upon them until they were impossibly tall structures in the mist of a distant world. Was it a picture of Origin?

“Alchemy can bend the rules for a single instance, or all of them. It could boil a pot of water or change the boiling point of all water in the universe, instantly killing most carbon-based life. Casting a spell is simply running a program—alchemy is writing a program. Humans, armed with the poet’s pen, began taking the fate of the universe into their own hands in the pursuit of greater glory and riches. They created a single jump gate and reflected it into thousands of points across the galaxy. They erected edifices on Origin to woo the senses, impossible geometry to baffle and amaze. They chased wealth, and with each passing day, they grew closer and closer to annihilation.”

The buildings began to fold and shift, contorting into intricate shapes. Nilah tried to untangle them, but they were an unsolvable puzzle to her. Ursula directed their view upward, to where a battle raged in the darkness of space.

“It was too great a weapon, a panacea, a salvation… there was always a reason to break its quarantine. None could be trusted with alchemy—so the great masters of Origin declared it illegal. A civil war split humanity.”

Hundreds of ships twisted through facets in the fabric of the galaxy, firing at one another with prismatic weapons. Thousands of lines of light bent and diffracted across myriad possibilities as they searched out each other’s weaknesses. Time was broken, and entire crews would be snuffed out in an explosion, only to re-form and continue the fight from another plane. Nilah couldn’t begin to parse the intricacies.

“The masters of Origin devised a ritual to seal alchemy away, fusing it into a crystal we call the Wellspring. They hunted the remaining practitioners to the ends of the galaxy.”

On the projection above them, six figures in robes surrounded a pleading man. They raised their palms to him, and dozens of glyphs wove into a cage around the victim. His skin bubbled and broke, spilling magical energies like quicksilver, which congealed into a small gemstone. There was little left of the man after the robed wizards finished their spell. One of them held the crystal aloft, where it floated up and melted into an enormous, glassy spike.

“What happened to the planet?” asked Boots. “What happened to Origin?”

Ursula’s projection walked around the dais, her spear’s tip trailing ribbons of light as she twirled it anxiously. “Origin and alchemy were one and the same. Their society had come to depend upon miracles that were rotten to the core, all in pursuit of laziness. Their integration with the forbidden art was complete, and they couldn’t be salvaged.”

“What happened to Origin?” Boots repeated, blanching.

Ursula waved her hands over the projection, which melted into the sphere of Origin, blue and healthy with green landmasses and streaks of white clouds. “The masters launched five primitive colonies through the jump gates, their citizens specially selected to become the future of the human race, then they terminated all life. The planet itself was hidden—the final act of the masters before they turned the ritual on themselves.”

“What the hell did she just say?” Orna called from the back.

“Then Clarkesfall…” said Boots. “My homeworld… was the second time someone used alchemy to exterminate a planet.”

Nilah took her eyes from Ursula’s staticky projection to regard her friend. Boots’s breathing came more rapidly, and her sallow complexion heated to a nearly beet red. If she didn’t get control of the situation soon, Boots might tell the Devil to start shooting; it probably wouldn’t stop until everything was in pieces, so it was best if they could keep Ursula talking and get some answers.

The metallic woman’s impassive gaze flashed in time with her computations. “The death of Origin was necessary to preserve all life in the galaxy.”

“I’ve heard that before,” said Nilah, and Boots jolted from her anger to nod in agreement. “It’s the same excuse that Henrick Witts used to justify genocide.”

“One solution is not appropriate for all cases.”

Nilah muted the mic.

“All right, let’s keep our cool,” she said, pressing down on the air like she was tamping down Boots’s temper.

“Oh, I’m fine,” said Boots, unmuting the Devil’s mic, and she almost looked like she was going to maintain her even keel… but her lips curled at the last second. “Your stupid masters should’ve destroyed the crystal! How many worlds are going to have to pay this price, huh? When does it become unacceptable? You have a comm on this ship. You could’ve warned everyone about the danger Witts was becoming, but instead, you’re playing with your spear down here in the darkness. You look like a statue, and you’re about as useful as one, you overgrown pigeon toilet!”

Ursula cocked an eyebrow at the outburst, but if she was offended, Nilah couldn’t sense it. “Just as we must never destroy the last samples of diseases, alchemy must remain hidden away. Individual humans cannot factor into the goals of a great society.”

“And societies are only great when they care about individuals, so I guess we’re done here,” said Boots, and the Devil re-highlighted all the weak points in eager anticipation of the coming dustup.

The bodies lining the ceiling shivered like willow branches in the wind, and Ursula’s eyes went red. “Then you are satisfied and ready to die?”

“Wait!” said Nilah. “You said Origin launched five colonies. We know those names from stories, and Vogelstrand isn’t one of them. What was your purpose?”

Ursula’s sardonic smile chilled Nilah’s heart. The AI took some delight in describing death. “Alchemists are vile, selfish people, and some of them were unable to part with their…‘heritage.’ They failed to respect the sacrifices made to preserve life and stole a piece of the Wellspring crystal from its vault. They fled to the stars, hoping to start a colony in secret—plotting the day when they would take praxis over the galaxy. This is their ship. I am not the Vogelstrand.” She pointed her spear at the severed head in the corner. “That was. I am a virus, and had the distinct pleasure of using the crystal shard to excise this tumor from the galaxy.”

She beckoned to them. “Now come to me. We do not need to make this painful.”

The rear compartment door opened up, bringing a fresh wave of sick stench, and Orna poked her head through.

“Please tell me you’re done talking, because I’m ready to jack this lady for all of her data.”

“And how do you plan to do that from inside the tank?” asked Nilah, and Orna stared at her until she understood they’d be going outside.

“Aw, bollocks.”

“I hate this plan,” said Nilah. “You have Charger. Teacup is up on the surface.”

“What was she going to do?” asked Orna. “Hang on to the side while we jumped? It’s theoretically possible, but—”

“My best-in-class jump bubble is large enough to accommodate your battle armor on the roof, Supreme Being,” said the Devil. “You wouldn’t want to ride inside it, of course, as the radiation of the Flow would cause a condition known as Thanogenic Telomere Disorder, sometimes called ‘Water Ballooning,’ as it is known to—”

Nilah smacked the console. “Why didn’t you tell us we could bring Teacup?”

“You didn’t ask,” said the Devil.

“It doesn’t matter, because she’s not here. I need you to hack while I cover you. You’re the security expert,” said Orna.

A single touch from one of the vines could spell instant death. Even Charger might get bogged down and mobbed, and who knew how strong those flesh tendrils really were? They could certainly sling corpses around. A nightmarish vision of Charger being pried open like a clam to scoop out a screaming Orna flashed through Nilah’s mind.

Ursula waited patiently outside, and Nilah guessed she wasn’t in any hurry. She’d already been there at least two thousand years; what was another five minutes?

“I can selectively target threats to you with one of my six turrets, Supreme Being,” said the Devil.

“The driver’s seat is probably my best bet,” said Boots. “I ain’t exactly quick on my feet, and I’m guessing that’s required.”

Nilah shook her head. “This isn’t an easy drive.”

“Engaging: Beginner Mode,” said the Devil, and Boots grimaced. “Shall I begin by vaporizing all organic matter on the ceiling?”

“Give me ten seconds, love,” said Nilah, “but yes, that sounds quite helpful.”

Sliding from the driver’s seat, Nilah followed Orna into the rear compartment, where Jeannie and Alister lay peacefully. They didn’t seem like they were in any pain, so at least if the worst came to pass, they’d be consumed by flesh vines in their sleep. Charger’s cockpit opened, and Orna stepped inside.

“Ah. Home sweet home. Smells like burnt wires and old sweat,” said the quartermaster.

“Yeah, I know,” said Nilah, extremely jealous, given the fragrant new decorations from the Ferriers. She put her hand to the door release and waited.

The Devil’s six autoturrets gave her the only cue she needed to yank the handle and drag the hatch open. She stood aside as Charger went streaking past, slingers snapping into its talons. No sooner had the bot cleared the portal than both barrels lit up with the light of spells.

“Okay!” said Orna. “Let’s move!”

Nilah followed her out into the firefight, ducking behind the Devil and trying to remain inconspicuous by comparison. A tangle of vines came rushing for them, thorns sprouting from every surface, and Charger waded into them, holstering its slingers and opting for the plasma blade.

The press of bodies proved too much, and before long, Orna was giving ground. The Devil should’ve covered them, but its targeting computers were filled with more flesh than it could handle.

Charger scooped Nilah up and leapt the few meters to the central server cluster, landing with a jet of phantoplasm. Ursula followed their progress with mounting anger, and red warning lights popped out of the ceiling and walls, flashing.

“Do not hack this ship, or I will destroy it.”

Nilah pulled off her gloves for better skin-to-metal contact and traced her mechanist’s mark. “We’ll just see, mate.”

Slapping her palm to the computer, she wound through the outer layer of coolant meshes, data relays, and power couplings, into the core data cluster. Compared to modern security, the Vogelstrand was weak—just a series of hashes to parse through like an ancient blockchain, and Nilah could force it to solve itself. On the periphery of her consciousness, she sensed the all-stations alert, and something distinctly inorganic washing their way.

“The ship has activated its internal defenses,” said Nilah, forcing herself out of the machine to look through her own eyes. “Bots coming from the west. Get ready.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Orna, cocking Charger’s rifle.

Nilah dove back inside the system to find her little code snippets eating away at the mainframe’s defenses. As she took over more of the processors, she repurposed them to attack their comrades. The ship tried to short out a power drive into her brain, but Nilah deftly redirected the attack toward the breaker.

But she couldn’t stop what was coming through the halls, and prayed Orna would be enough to handle it.

More bodies broke across their defenses as the Devil and Charger mowed them down in scores. The stench of burning hair and meat choked Nilah, but she kept her focus. Explosions thumped in her ears and rattled her teeth.

Nilah watched the countdown from the Vogelstrand’s boarder response system. “Defense measures in three… two… one…”

Calling up an imaging feed, Nilah spied on the battle from a god’s-eye view. The doors to engineering flew open, and hundreds of thousands of onyx marbles poured inside—swarm drones. Still more corpses flew from the rafters, arms outstretched and eyes blossoming. The Devil tore into the vines and every single bot that tried to get past it. Orna poured shots into the open corridors, filling them with deadly lances of light.

“I’ve got a hundred percent of external processing!” called Nilah. “I just need time to break the defenses!”

“Trying to concentrate, babe!” was Orna’s curt reply.

The bots started to get through. Nilah zoomed in to find the little metal balls rolling around and reconfiguring themselves into magnetic turrets and anthropoid killing machines, only to dissolve and re-form whenever they were blown apart.

Nilah called up the ship’s alerts network and found the horde’s ancient batteries on critical, which explained why Ursula hadn’t used them against Witts—it had underestimated him. It wouldn’t be making that mistake again.

“The bots are low-battery! You’ve only got to fight through for two minutes!” Nilah shouted over the chaos.

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” said Orna.

An explosion showered Nilah with hot bits of metal, and she realized to her horror that she was being pelted with those ball-bearing bots.

“Damn it!” She ramped her dermaluxes into the infrared, pulsing odd codes, and disconnected from the machine. Her attack programs could handle the rest without her.

The nearest cluster formed a magnetic cannon, propelling its members at her faster than a slinger round. Nilah ducked away in a spray of infrared light. Charger rushed forward, smashing the configuration into the darkness like scattering building blocks.

“Get back on the server!” barked Orna, switching to scatterburst rounds and blowing apart anything big enough to pose a threat.

A wave of marbles shot under Nilah’s feet, tripping her before stacking into a heavy tower to collapse on her like a hammer. She rolled out of the way, tracing her glyph and pushing her hands into the pile. Like the springflies, their security was rudimentary, and she changed their central programming to self-sabotage. She leapt to her feet before they could close around her and crush her, scrambling back to the data cluster.

“Ammunition at twenty percent!” called Orna. “Status!”

Nilah reconnected with the server to find her attack programs bridging with its central repository. Another ten seconds, and she could eject the AI’s data crystal core, along with most of the information the Vogelstrand possessed.

“Almost there!” Nilah replied, adding her own skills to her programs.

“You will not leave here alive!” roared Ursula, triggering a piercing screech from all its speakers. Nilah closed her eyes and squinted through the pain to feel a new alert forming on the network: reactor critical.

“It’s trying to blow the whole ship!” said Nilah.

“She said she would,” Orna grumbled. “Boots, get ready! We’re coming back!”

The main system drive popped open, revealing their prize: a data crystal containing almost two thousand years of mysteries in its facets. Nilah disconnected and clambered over to it, trying to pry the thing loose.

Ursula rushed forward in a wave of writhing flesh, overwhelming the suppressing fire of the Devil. “I have you.”

“The hell you do,” said Orna, and hurled one of Charger’s biggest grenades into the mass.

It sort of swallowed the explosive, churning for a moment before it lit up like sunlight through closed eyelids. Charred, smoking bits of skin went flying in every direction, pelting Nilah as she hit the deck. She shook the ringing from her ears and felt a queer sting on her leg.

When she looked down, she found a bone-tipped segment of vine wriggling through the fabric of her trousers—into her flesh.

Nilah screamed as fire raced through her veins and leaves began to sprout around the wound. She frantically smashed her leg against the central server housing, hard enough to fracture bones—anything to kill the creature growing inside her.

Orna’s voice was distant in her ears. “Nilah!”

Then a flash lit her vision, burning her like the heat of a star—

—and her leg was gone, replaced only by a smoking stump.

Charger snapped closed its fusion blade as darkness surrounded her.

“Friendly down,” said the Devil, and Boots’s stomach dropped. “Detecting low vitals from the Supreme Being.”

The console projections switched to a scanner’s-eye view of Nilah and Orna. Marble drones and vines whirled through the field of view, obscuring any details. The Devil highlighted both of them, but there was something wrong with Nilah’s outline—her right leg was missing just below the knee. The battle armor carried her.

“Hunter Two, status—”

Charger scraped across the roof of the Devil and into the boarding door. Bots poured in beneath its feet, but thankfully, none of the vines. Under one arm, Charger carried a huge data crystal, under the other, Nilah’s unconscious body, her right leg capped in a smoking stump.

“We’ve got to go now,” said Orna. “You’re driving!”

Boots looked from the controls back to Nilah, wondering if she was the right person for that task. Surely Orna would do a better job untrained. Her mechanism would give her unique insights a normal person would miss.

Charger banged the emergency closure, slamming the door shut, then carefully laid Nilah across one of the seats. It wheeled on Boots with eyes aglow. “Did I stutter? I said let’s go!”

“Okay, okay,” Boots said, snapping the hatch closed and keying the Devil into drive mode. Making a quick survey of the controls, she found the throttle, steering yoke, various engine controls, and detector readouts.

“For your convenience,” said the Devil, “I’ve estimated the time it’ll take for the ship to go critical.” One minute and seventeen seconds appeared on the HUD. “Predictive analytics are one small part of the Element advantage—”

“Shut up!” Boots shouted.

It did so. She searched for reverse to no avail. While the cockpit was like a fighter, those didn’t have a full reverse anywhere in them.

Boots gulped. “Okay, don’t shut up. I need a tutorial, fast.”

Behind the windscreen, Ursula approached with hordes of bots and writhing bodies in tow. The Element Devil logo spun to life in the HUD, obscuring her view of their onrushing doom.

“Congratulations on purchasing the most advanced combat armored personnel carrier to—”

“How do I get the hell out of here?” she cried, beating on the steering wheel.

“May I take over?” asked the Devil.

A pair of bodies splattered against the windscreen, sticking and scrabbling at the surface with their mangled claws.

“Yes! Yes! Let’s go! Jump or whatever!”

Boots was glued to the driver’s window as the Devil whipped around before dashing down one of the corridors. It ramped up onto its side, far less careful than they were on the way into engineering. It was taking the same way out of the ship.

“Skip the corridors and jump to the surface, Devil!”

“I’d like to,” said the AI, “but I need to build up enough speed.”

“Or what?”

“The jump portal lasts milliseconds. We’ll be pinched in half, each side struck with its own particles traveling at nearly the speed of light.”

An inflatable cushion spared Boots a nasty knock against the window as it slithered around another corner on its side. “Oh.”

“I remember the way,” said the Devil. “We’ll arrive in forty-six seconds.”

Boots checked the clock. “There are fifty seconds before we’re crispy!”

“Things might be better if traffic is light.”

Nilah could whip the thing around corners and up and down mountains. Boots couldn’t even move the Devil on her own, and its AI wasn’t as quick on the throttle as Nilah. The racer would’ve been so much better at this, provided she wasn’t missing a foot for the pedals.

A tangle of vines slurped into the open hallway ahead, and the Devil’s autoslingers laid into them, blasting them into a smear of blood and ash. It made to turn left, but the slickness on the ground carried the vehicle through the intersection.

“I’m afraid I’ve missed my turn. My nearly perfect analytical systems now predict we’ll arrive in forty-seven seconds, three seconds after the ship goes critical.”

Before Boots could respond, she spotted a fly in her periphery—at least she thought it was, until the marble-sized object jumped up and poked her in the eye.

“Son of a—” Boots snatched the little bot from her face, but it spun furiously, burning her palm. A half dozen others raced into the cockpit, mercilessly fluttering in her vision and slapping against her cheeks.

“Orna!” she called, but one of the bots jumped into her mouth, making an accelerating beeping noise. Boots spat the thing out just as it popped like a firecracker. It wasn’t much—just enough to blow off her jaw if it had succeeded.

“Vicious little shits!”

“We’re under attack back here, too,” said Orna. “Charger can snatch them and crush them, but—”

“Try to hack some of them!” Boots’s fingers covered her mouth. The little bastards still rapped her knuckles. “Neutralize them if you can.”

“Oh, believe me. I’m gonna fry them.”

Boots couldn’t believe she was about to say this—they were fleeing for their lives against a losing clock. “Those are first-gen Originata. We are bringing back at least one of these to the ship.”

“They’re trying to kill us, Boots!”

She didn’t have time to argue. If the bots came back, great. Surviving took priority.

Though sideways, Boots recognized this part of the ship; they were close to the elevator bank, and there had been a decent stretch of shaft below engineering. They’d almost fallen down it, after all.

“Devil! We can get up enough speed diving down the elevator shafts!”

“Confirmed, User Boots Elsworth,” said the Devil. “I hope you live through this.”

They rounded a corner as two of the little asshole bots pelted her ears, and Boots spied the elevator shafts through the haze of warnings and projections. Twelve seconds on the clock.

A pair of grappling hooks shot out of the front bumper, spearing the deck plates directly before the elevator shaft, and the Devil rocketed forward. The tethers whined as it reeled them in and snapped taut just as they crossed the threshold.

It was like a head-on collision. The front went down, the rear went up, and Boots’s stomach lurched as they went from a hard stop into freefall.

The Devil buzzed. “Jump drive primed and firing in three…”

The walls lit up and gravity surged against them, smashing Boots against her seat back. She grabbed the fire controls and began blasting the elevator shaft gravity rails, shattering them into flaming debris. Then, nauseatingly, they began to fall once more.

“Three…” the Devil repeated, obvious annoyance in its voice.

The ship tried to energize what remained of its gravity systems, but they shorted out, filling the shaft with brilliant sparks and shards of glass.

“Two.”

The HUD clock continued its merciless countdown from ten as they plummeted toward a fiery crash at the bottom of the shaft.

“One.”

Pink energies crackled over the hull and bright light filled her vision. Boots felt as though a great hand crushed her against the bottom of her seat, and she struggled to keep her head upright.

Then she saw a field of grass as they rolled to a stop, flattening wild wheat under their tires.

“Congratulations!” said the Devil. “You are alive! We have jumped three hundred and fifty meters straight up.”

The HUD clock reached zero, and the ground bucked beneath their undercarriage, transforming from a flat slope into a huge hill ahead of them. Boots knew what would come at the end of the explosion—a massive canyon, blown open by the destruction of the Vogelstrand.

“We should back up before we’re swallowed,” said the Devil.

“Reverse! Reverse!” she cried, and she was yanked against her restraints by the spinning wheels.

The Devil raced backward, and Boots watched in horror as the ground before them fell away through her viewport. Ahead of her lay a hail of ruined dirt and boulders, churning as the caverns collapsed inward.

“Capricious, this is the Devil,” said the AI. “We’re not going to clear the blast radius. Please commit to an overflight action, and I will handle the rest.”

“Capricious copies!” said Aisha, interrupting any response from Cordell or Malik.

The collapsing earth was catching them at a good clip, and Boots swallowed hard. Even if the Devil survived the fall and crushing forces, they’d probably be buried alive without a real hope of rescue. Then a bright blue dot came screaming across the detector projection—the Capricious.

And when the earth parted from the Devil’s wheels, a loud clank sounded from the roof, followed by the screech of a high-speed winch. They didn’t fall away with the collapsing dirt, but sailed into the skies.

Boots checked the roof imager to find a magnetic hook secured to the belly of their marauder, with a long sling cable stretching to a winch on the roof of the Devil.

“Thank you for using the Element Devil. I hope this has been a satisfactory introduction to my combat systems.”

Boots heaved a long sigh, swatting away another of the obnoxious swarm bots. “Buddy, you have no idea.”
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The rest of the pickup was a blur for Boots. She and Orna rushed Nilah to the med bay, and then they had to flee the planet. In its death throes, the Vogelstrand had triggered some odd behaviors in the Gardeners, sending them into a berserk rage. As the Capricious lifted away from the hidden planet, Boots watched the long-range imagers and tried to stifle tears. The ancient race emerged across the world to demolish one another—along with some of the last shreds of evidence of Origin. The crew had new data that could save the galaxy, at the cost of the most historic archaeological find of their time.

She asked the captain to loiter and record for posterity, hoping to salvage some knowledge for the future. He told her she had two hours and left her alone on the bridge to keep watch.

The holographic scry feed depicted a Gardener vomiting blighted magic into the water supply, and Boots sank to her knees. She lay down and reoriented the projections—couldn’t bring herself to stand for this. Watching the mighty creatures trample untold knowledge in a vicious battle for extinction, the weight of her failure pressed her to the floor.

Humanity should’ve been able to send the best and brightest into that ship, not some lone-gun operation, desperately trying to prevent the species from tipping into a chasm at the hands of a few arrogant pricks. The apparently elite crew of the Capricious still had an edge as soldiers, but they were garbage archaeologists.

She’d fallen in love with historical scholarship by accident, trying to reconnect with any family who’d survived the Famine War. She suffered an addiction to the stories and myths she unearthed. Now, try as she might to be the hero, she was forced to watch a piece of history die by her hand.

If there’d been one merciful soul on that ship, they would’ve handed her a bottle, so she could knock herself out of her misery.

Instead, it was Aisha, of all people, who came and sat beside her with a blanket and a cup of tea.

“Please leave, okay? I am, uh, just barely holding it together right now, and if you touch me—”

The pilot lay down beside her and covered her with the fabric. “I brought a pillow, too. I know what a vigil looks like.”

“If you touch me,” Boots warned, teeth set, “I am definitely going to start crying.”

Aisha placed a hand on Boots’s shoulder, and Boots folded into her arms, balled up and sobbing her eyes out.

“We blew it up,” she mumbled, pulling the blanket over her nose so her face didn’t leak all over Aisha’s stylish nightclothes. “If we hadn’t come, we could’ve properly studied it.”

“You know why I’m here, Boots?”

“Because I’m in the way of your chair?”

“No. In another life, I was a scholar. I thought geology was going to lead Arca into a new age of prosperity. More fuel for everyone. More food for everyone. And to do that, I studied the hell out of some rocks. That came into play today. We used my graduate training to coordinate the cavern survey from the bridge, and I was able to reconnect with a passion I hadn’t felt in a long time.”

“That’s great,” said Boots. “Hope you got some good recordings.”

“It was only a slice. Aside from the feeds from the Devil and the computer’s data cube, there isn’t a good record of the Vogelstrand.”

“That’s what I was afraid you’d say.”

“I saw some things on those surveys I’ve never seen on other worlds, Boots. New formations, maybe put there by potent magics. It was a new frontier. So one academic to another, I feel your pain.”

“I’ve got to make up for this somehow.”

“You can start by laying blame at Henrick Witts’s feet. He has to die, Boots.”

“Yeah.”

They lay in the light of the projections, and Aisha told Boots interesting facts about rocks until calm once again blanketed her. After an hour, the ship comm chimed.

“We need to get underway,” said Cordell.

“Yes, sir,” said Boots. “I’ll head down and have a look at the artifacts we recovered.”

Stopping by her room to grab Kinnard and a bottle of Flemmlian Ten, Boots arrived at the mess, where they’d arrayed their meager spoils: four little drones, pieces of fifty more, and the massive data crystal from the Vogelstrand. A tumbler secured from the cabinet, she poured herself a brimming glass. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking after the insanity of their escape, and whiskey sloshed over her fingers.

“What about Malik’s health directive?” asked Kin from her waistband.

Boots had taken to clipping him onto her belt when she was around the common areas of the ship, but he wasn’t allowed to hear sensitive mission intel. The crystal’s frame had no imagers, so at least they didn’t have to hide anything from his sight. It was awkwardly large, and she kept banging him into things when she turned around.

“How did you know I was drinking whiskey?” she asked.

“It makes a corkage noise, and you’re not a wine drinker.”

“Things to celebrate. Things to mourn.” She took a pull of whiskey into her mouth and swished it. “Besides, you ain’t connected to the network to narc on me anymore.”

She’d asked about getting him a small robotic body, but Cordell had refused, strictly forbidding them from giving Kin any motor functions. “If Kin can interface with the world, he can interface with the ship,” he’d said, and Boots had to agree. On top of that, Orna reminded her that Kin’s virus would automatically attack any advanced equipment they put on him and burn it out.

“That’s very fair, Boots,” said Kin, “and you deserve the whole bottle if you’d like it.”

She paused before taking another sip. “You never call me Boots.”

“I am not always myself.”

“Kin, is your virus trying to give me a drinking problem?”

“I’m afraid I wouldn’t want to speculate,” he replied, a phrase Boots recognized as Kin’s error message. “Boo-ts, I—Lizzie, I—Boots, I—”

“Okay, bud.” She unclipped him from her belt and hit the mic mute button, deafening Kin to his surroundings, and she turned down his volume. “I’ll give you some time to get sorted.”

Eventually, the virus would realize it was no good if it couldn’t talk or listen, and would give Kin his control back. It usually took about two minutes. She started to take another sip, but reconsidered and chucked the glass into the cycler. The fact that Witts’s killer virus wanted her to drink had ruined the flavor.

Her cataloging supplies were arrayed at the table: imagers, labels, baggies, hermetic storage containers, and a wide variety of brushes and wire scrapers. At least she could do a better job cataloging these than she had preserving the Vogelstrand.

A pleasant curiosity piqued inside her as she pulled on gloves and lifted the first drone to her eyes. Immaculate lines of ornate scrollwork encircled the little sphere: inlays of precious gems and rows of engraved glyphs. She hadn’t utterly failed to secure a piece of Originata.

She wished they’d scored more of the little bots. Orna had smashed all of the rest to stop them from attacking her crewmates. Boots turned the little sphere over, examining the seams in its surface for any kind of purchase. The mechanists would want to take them apart for study, too.

“Hey.” Boots looked over to find Alister standing in the doorway. “Is it lunchtime?” he asked.

She shook her head and smiled. “Afraid not, kid. I don’t know how you can even think of eating after all that.”

“After all what?”

Heat prickled Boots’s cheeks. “Sorry we had to dose you.”

Alister frowned. “Not sure what you’re talking about.”

“When we knocked you out on the Vogelstrand,” said Boots.

“Oh, well, I deserved it,” he said, but there was no recognition in his eyes.

“Yeah,” said Boots. “Uh, what did the doc say when he cleared you?”

He laughed. “‘Get back to work.’”

“So nothing about short-term memory loss?’”

“Nope. Hey, have you had lunch yet?” He walked past the banquet table where the bots were laid out and eyed them. “Some weird designs, huh? Why can’t Orna work on her bots at her workbench?”

“These aren’t Orna’s,” said Boots. “They’re from the Vogelstrand, so they’re, you know, priceless artifacts.”

He drew up short and peered down at them, obviously confused by their foreign shapes. Something like worry crept into his eyes, and for a moment, he seemed impossibly old to Boots. His memory lapses had gone on long enough, and she’d be having a word with Malik.

Then the worry blew away like a storm cloud, and Alister smiled. “Oh, I knew that. I just thought Orna would be coming to examine them.”

“Alister! Where did you get to?” Jeannie rounded the corner, huffing. “Alister! Oh. Boots. I—Alister, it’s time for bed.”

“You look like you were in a hurry,” said Boots, reclining in her chair.

“I was coming back from the showers and I was just…” Jeannie looked to her brother. “… Just surprised that you disappeared on me. I thought you were going to bed, Alister.”

He smacked his lips. “I’m pretty hungry.”

“You just ate,” she said. “I’m going to walk you back to the bunks, and you’re going to take your medicine.”

He shook his head, bewildered. “Oh. I—right. That’s right. I had that cake.”

“Come on, Al,” Jeannie said, gently ushering him toward the door.

Boots raised the bottle and offered a welcoming smile. “Jeannie! Come have a drink with me after.”

The woman gave her an annoyed look, and Boots tried to drill her with an expression that said, I had better see you back here in ten.

Tense minutes passed before Jeannie returned alone. She settled across from Boots with a long sigh.

“Did you get him to bed?” asked Boots, pouring a glass for her.

“Doctor Jan gave me some tranqs to use. We’ve been drugged too much today, but he needs rest,” she said, her tone pointed.

“What was that?”

“What was what?”

Boots slid the glass across. “Don’t even start playing coy. You two get brain-drained by that ship, and your brother comes even funnier than usual. His memory lapses are getting bad, and we can all see it.”

“He’s fine. This is normal.”

“Normal? Look, I’ve seen a lot of brain injuries in my day and—”

Jeannie snatched up the glass. “Yes. Normal. This is what happens when you put too much stress on him.”

“I’ve never seen it this bad before.”

She gulped the liquid and slammed the tumbler down, never breaking eye contact. “That’s because you don’t have to take care of him, Boots. None of you do.”

“How did you know to come running after him?”

“What?”

Boots ran her finger around the lip of her glass. “When you got here, you knew something was wrong. How?”

Jeannie looked away. “He… he gets a listless look. Can’t stop asking questions he ought to know the answers to.”

“And you’ve been hiding it from us, keeping him in your room whenever he goes all funny.”

“It’s not like that!”

“We’ve all got damage. God knows I’m worse than most, but at least I know what time lunch is.”

Jeannie’s nostrils flared. “I’ve got it under control.”

“Yeah, until you don’t,” said Boots. “And don’t get all huffy. I’m on your side, but you need to recognize that we’re running one of the most classified, difficult operations of all time. We don’t keep secrets from one another. You get that? This could get someone killed.”

“Come on, Boots—”

“No. I’ve been patient with his quirks, and now I want you to tell me exactly what’s wrong with your brother.”

“He… It’s fine… He—”

Boots poured herself another glass and waited. She hated being the bad guy, but she’d be damned if she trusted Alister to have her back in a firefight until she understood exactly what was up with him.

Jeannie tightly folded her hands into her lap and averted her eyes.

“You said it was your fault before.” Boots’s voice was quiet, and she hoped, soothing.

The look on Jeannie’s face told Boots that Jeannie wished she’d never shared that.

“The night before the Masquerade mission, you told me it was your fault Alister was like this,” Boots said before Jeannie could try and change the subject. “Maybe you want to explain yourself?”

Jeannie slid her empty tumbler toward Boots, who spied a tremble in her hand as she did. She then pulled a small case from her pocket and popped a few pills, washing them down with the booze, which couldn’t have been a good idea.

The woman slumped and blew out a breath. “The chalet escape… never would’ve happened without me.”

Boots had heard a bit about the place over their past adventures—the house on Blix where the Children of the Singularity had been engineering marks into people. Twins like Jeannie and Alister never should’ve had identical spells, which meant Witts’s experiments had met with some success.

“It started out like a dream, what they did to us,” said Jeannie. “I woke up one day in this country boarding school, and Alister and I were told we’d just arrived from someplace distant. We knew how to speak, knew each other’s names, that we were siblings… When we asked where we came from, they’d always tell us the same thing: ‘no person truly knows where they come from.’”

“And you bought that?” Boots laughed. “Look, I’m from Clarkesfall. I know which hospital and everything.”

“Oh really?” asked Jeannie. “How well do you remember that day?”

“Come off it. I was a baby.”

“Right. And the only evidence you have that they weren’t lying about everything is an entry in a citizenship database. You assume your parents are yours. Everyone takes stuff on faith.”

“Nothing that big.”

“So you have personally observed that the universe is composed of atoms, that space is expanding, and time originated with a massive explosion, creating all energy in existence? That’s bigger than where I’m from, but I bet you take that scientific explanation on faith, because that’s a reasonable thing to do. I’m not criticizing you, but you obviously didn’t do all of the science yourself.”

Boots nodded. “Fair point.”

“My house was a beautiful estate on a wooded hill, many kilometers from our nearest neighbors. The food was good—simple, regulated to our dietary requirements. And they gave us lots of puzzles to solve, but you never knew when you were going to be tested. They’d play tricks on us—lock us in rooms, give us treats to go steal things from one another, make us find hidden objects in the ornate statues and gilding. My puzzles were tailored toward reading minds and finding secrets. It was fun at first.”

Jeannie gave her a dark look. “I noticed that anyone who failed their tests too often was ‘sent home from school.’ I talked to the others, and they saw it happening, too. Alister didn’t believe me—said I’d made it up because I couldn’t stand to be happy. I had no memories of my past, yet I had the impression he’d always hated me.” She put her head in her hands. “Can you imagine? They could’ve programmed any memories they wanted into us, and they made us distrust one another?”

Boots began fidgeting with one of the priceless rolling bots. Everything she’d heard about the chalet was bad.

“I figured out that this one student, Jacob, was a plant. He was spying on me, reporting to someone I’d never met. I caught that boy, dosed him… and he became my first patient.”

Boots narrowed her eyes. “‘Patient’?”

“If you’re a reader, you can get at someone’s memories. If you’re good, you can extract them against people’s will.” Jeannie ruffled her hair. “If you’re really, really good, you can change them. I cracked Jacob’s mind open and made him tell them what they wanted to hear. But it… didn’t work out for him.”

Boots swallowed a little more than she’d intended. “You what?”

Jeannie sighed and took the bottle once more. “He climbed up the comm spire at the chalet and jumped off one morning at sunrise. I’d killed him, and in the end, the administrators had been counting on that. They told me they knew it was me.” Her green eyes locked on to Boots’s. “They’d wanted to see how far they could push me before I’d do something.”

“And was it true? Did they want you to kill Jacob, or were they just bluffing?”

“Truth is relative. Did it matter? I was a success. They wanted to convince me I was their success,” she said, pausing to take a drink. “Alister and I were ‘promoted’ into their advanced school, and while I was scared, he took to it like a fish to water. They liked to make us spar, and Alister is pretty ruthless. There was a woman they used to control him—one of the instructors named Siobhán—he fell in love with her.

“I bided my time, waiting for my opportunity to strike. I was compliant, efficient, perfect. I gathered my intelligence. I read Siobhán’s mind. Figured out that she didn’t care about Alister at all and was preparing him for their final test—a combat scenario that could’ve killed us both. And one day, I read something else from her: fear. She was afraid the cover on the chalet was blown, and they were going to move us.”

“Look, I don’t know why you wouldn’t tell us this. Nobody on this crew would fault you for doing what you had to do to survive.”

“Perhaps you should reserve your judgment just a little longer.” Jeannie’s eyes glistened, and she smiled.

Boots silenced her next few words by draining her own drink.

“I didn’t want to be alone, you understand. That’s why I did… that… to him.”

What did you do, Jeannie?

She smacked her lips. “I went to Alister’s room, and forced all the memories I had of Siobhán into his mind—the lies, the way she laughed at him whenever he wasn’t around, the way she’d turned him against me at every junction—the way he was just a thing to her. I gave him my anger and hatred and every other nasty thought I had about the chalet. And when I was done, he started crying, nodded once, and went to confront Siobhán in the sparring chambers.”

Boots started to speak, but Jeannie silenced her with a palm.

“He sliced her up, got her ID crystal, started unlocking the cages of the other experiments. She never saw it coming. The administrators made him so good at insurgency and killing, and he had an easy time destroying everything in his path.” She wiped her eyes. “He was really good at their tests.”

“Jeannie…”

“When it was all done, he’d killed her in a rage, and”—she nodded to herself—“he understood that he was a monster. He was exactly what they wanted him to be.”

Boots stared at her for a good long time, watching her shoulders shake with the anguish of what she’d done. Alister had snapped and gone on a killing spree because he’d been betrayed, but he’d been raised by spies and cutthroats of the highest order. His victim had been one of them.

How many of Boots’s shots had struck something other than their targets in the skies over Clarkesfall? How many other gladiators and slaves had died at Orna’s hands in the pits?

“Cordell told me about Siobhán. Said they found your nanny with cuts all over her, and she hadn’t put up a fight,” said Boots. “Do you think he’d snap like that again?”

Jeannie closed her eyes. “You don’t get it. He didn’t snap; I did, and I imprinted that snap on him. I twisted his love into fury. She was the only person he’d developed an affinity for, and I made him kill her.” She wrinkled her nose and scowled through the tears. “I haven’t even told you the worst part.”

Boots stood and walked around the table to sit by her, patting her hand once. “All right, now. Take your time.”

“He begged me to help him forget her and what he did to her—make him what he was before.” Jeannie looked up at Boots with a sad smile. “And that’s where I messed everything up. I tried, and… He… he gets so angry and he doesn’t know why. I wanted to impart the truth to him—that we were from nowhere, but he didn’t get it. He keeps trying to be from somewhere else, because his mind doesn’t want to listen.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes, he tells me he’s from Taitu, and when I correct him… he gets pretty mad,” said Jeannie. “I don’t know how to be okay, Boots. Most days, I want to take a slinger, and just, like, finish it, you know? He’s all I have, which admittedly… isn’t much.”

Boots threw an arm around her, and Jeannie stiffened before relaxing. “We all know that one, Jeannie. Hell, sometimes I wonder if we take on just a few too many suicide missions.”

The other woman laughed once. “I’ve noticed.”

“But you’ve got to forgive yourself for doing what you had to do. For your safety, I’ve got to ask: has he ever hurt you?”

To Boots’s relief, Jeannie confidently said, “No. I’m all he has, and I think he genuinely loves me. Sometimes, he likes to tell me he’s so powerful, so much more than me, but… but that’s just the chalet talking. All the evil in him is what I put there.”

“You were raised by monsters, and you did what you needed to escape.”

Jeannie shrugged Boots’s arm away. “But I wasn’t good enough.”

“I watched bombs turn most of my home country to glass,” said Boots, “because we lost a couple of battles. We found out about the Harrow twenty years too late to do anything. You’re not always going to be good enough.”

She pulled Jeannie in for another hard hug, squeezing her shoulder. “What’s important is that you’re trying to be good. That’s all anyone can ask.”

“So I’m supposed to just forgive myself?”

Boots stood. She was due in the med bay in ten minutes, and she couldn’t miss the appointment.

“None of us ever forgave ourselves, kid. We’re still carrying that weight. I want you to think long and hard about what you’re going to do with it.”

Jeannie nodded, lips white, and bowed her head.

“I’ll talk to the captain, but he’ll understand. Get back to your brother before he gets into trouble.”

“Glad we had this chat.”

Boots stopped at the door. “Don’t let this stuff drown you, Jeannie. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Boots sat by Nilah’s bedside as Malik adjusted the pumps and prepared to bring her out of deep sleep. A duraplex splint had been wrapped around her stump, but there wasn’t much work to do on it—the cut had been clean and cauterized below the knee.

It was way nicer than what Mother had done to Boots’s shoulder. She’d never forgotten the scrape of metal claws on bone.

Cordell had told her to be there when Nilah woke up. Boots felt it was Orna’s job, but that hadn’t carried water. She was the only one who could understand, he’d argued, eventually winning out.

The scanners chimed lightly, and Nilah smacked her lips. A pulse pattern traveled up her dermaluxes as they initialized, ending at her wrists.

“Water,” she croaked, and the med bot served her a straw through which she sipped.

“Morning,” said Boots.

“Ugh,” Nilah replied, rolling over and pulling the covers up. Then she scrunched up her face and began to shake her stump. “Sodding leg fell asleep.”

Boots grimaced. Nilah was technically correct.

“I’ll be nearby if you need me,” said Malik, abandoning Boots. “Good luck.”

“What time is it?” said Nilah, continuing to try and flex her missing appendage.

“Almost day cycle,” said Boots. “You need to open your eyes, because I have some bad news.”

Nilah opened her eyes with a face like she smelled something rotten. She sat up in her bed, and it took her no time at all to figure out what was wrong with her right leg.

“Oh,” she said.

As initial reactions went, at least she wasn’t screaming in horror.

“I—” Nilah squinted, visibly searching her memory. “Orna saved me, didn’t she?”

Boots raised an eyebrow. “She did. How are you feeling?”

“Incomplete. Where is she?”

“You’re taking this remarkably well.”

A cautionary look. “Would you rather I start weeping like a schoolchild?”

Boots stroked her own metal manipulator, unconsciously running a finger along the seam where it met her shoulder. “Well, you’re putting me to shame. I started shouting at the doctors when I found I was missing a hand.”

“Not my style. Haven’t cried since I lost my shot with the Driver’s Crown at Vorlanti four years ago.”

The loss of a limb and the loss of a championship hardly struck Boots as equivalent, but she held her tongue. Nilah had always been so much braver than most, willing to dive into hopeless situations like punching out springflies or hacking demented ancient warships.

And she’d been doing so much crying recently.

“That is one hundred percent false,” said Boots.

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like admitting it.”

She reached over to press the bed raise button, sitting up, and Boots saw her lip tremble. She blinked a few times as if testing her eyes, then swung her leg over the edge of the bed.

“I have to be honest with you, Boots,” she said, “I was getting a little jealous. Here you’ve been traipsing around with an arm cannon, and I—a galaxy-renowned mechanist—have no big implants at all, just the dermaluxes.”

“That’s one way to find a bright side. It isn’t exactly a picnic.”

Nilah looked at her sidelong, then examined her stump as her dermaluxes dimmed. “Maybe not for someone like you, but I’ll have access to the state of the art. Magical prostheses are basically as good as the real thing, and I can make all sorts of upgrades to it. I’ve always wanted one, but I’ve never quite had the stones to chop off my own limb.”

Boots chewed her lip. Nilah’s words came a little too fast and cheery for her taste.

“‘Someone like me,’” Boots echoed. “So if I had a cardioid…”

“Yes, well, you’d have a lovely selection. That’s why you shouldn’t be concerned about me. There’s a bright future on this stump.” Nilah wouldn’t look her in the eye as she said, “I can see why you wouldn’t really understand that, though—what with your condition.”

Boots sniffed and rested her chin atop her fingers. “You’re trying really hard to chase me off so you can cry, aren’t you?”

Nilah drew in a sharp breath, voice quavering, and said, “No. ’Course not, love.”

Boots held up her manipulator to regard its strange angles and metal plates. She ejected the stiletto knife from her index finger, its blade gleaming after she’d cleaned Harriet’s blood from it. “No matter how much tech you put there, no matter how close you get to the real thing, that’s never going to be your leg again. There’s always going to be a part of you that didn’t make it off the Vogelstrand.”

She retracted the knife and looked to Nilah to find the woman staring at her. “But I think you know that already. You’ve had a crap couple of days.”

“Breaking news.” She dabbed at her nose with the back of her hand, and Boots passed her a tissue. “Feels like pieces of me are dropping off all over the bleeding place. First my father, now…”

Boots stood, went to her, and held her arms out. The other woman bowed her head and came in for a tight embrace, her powerful muscles crushing Boots until she inadvertently coughed.

“Sorry,” said Nilah, giving her one more squeeze before letting go.

Boots held her at arm’s length. “You can wish things had gone better, okay? But you can’t carry any shame over what’s happened. I’ve been through this, and you’re going to get through it, too.”

“Yeah, I suppose you have. And I’ve got Orna.”

Boots chuckled. “You know you’ve got a good thing when she can cut off your damned leg and you still love her.”

“Mark of a true power couple,” Nilah replied with a rainy smile. “I’m sure I’ll return the favor one day.”

On cue, Orna arrived at the med bay, breathless, and froze in the doorway like she’d hit a snag in her programming. She’d obviously been worried about Nilah, but had no idea what to say. She opened and closed her mouth several times, each false start flustering her even more.

“Doc told me you were awake,” was the best she could muster. “Look, I had to save you, and—”

Nilah pushed Boots toward the door and beckoned to Orna. “Quit gawping and get over here, you silly beast.”

Boots knew when she wasn’t needed, and took her leave. Outside, she ran into Cordell, who carried a box of expensive Protheran chocolates. Since there hadn’t been a ton of time for luxury shopping, Boots had to assume he kept a private stash for exactly these occasions. He gave her a curious look and nodded to the open med bay door.

Boots tapped the door shut and leaned against the wall. “You didn’t bring me flowers after I lost my damned arm, so I’m going to need at least one of those chocolates.”

“How is she?” he asked.

“Started acting like a little jerk when I tried to show her pity, so I suspect she’d drop a megaton of fury on you for those. Orna is with her. She’ll be fine.”

“Never was much for the sympathy stuff.”

“A marauder captain like you? No…”

“Now, now. No call for insubordination, Bootsie. You holding up okay?”

She shook her head. “Seems like I’m attracting all the sob stories these days. Sir, we’ve got to talk about Alister.”

“I understand, but my priorities have to be on what we got from the Vogelstrand. That trip was a lot of fuel, and I’m not sure we’re going to be getting Compass payouts for a while.”

“So we’re financing revenge out of pocket again, sir?”

He scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “Maybe not. Still got some cash yet.”

“Well, has Orna made any headway on the Vogelstrand’s central repo?”

“She had to rig something special together, first.” He turned and bade her follow him to the elevator, where he tapped the button for the cargo bay. “We can’t just slot a data crystal like that into the Capricious. For one, we don’t know what kind of security it has on it.”

“Yeah. Kin made that pretty obvious.”

“I had Sokol hook it up to the Devil for decryption. She says it has more advanced firewalls than we do.”

The lift doors parted before them, where Boots found a mess of cables running from various ports on the Devil to a makeshift drive housing for the Vogelstrand’s massive crystal.

“And how is that going?” asked Boots.

“The freaking thing keeps making fun of their ancient security protocols… but it hasn’t cracked any code yet. Truth be told, Nilah is the best hacker we’ve got, and… well… I’d really like her to get back to work.”

Boots rested her hands on her hips. “You’re a good guy, but this isn’t the end of the Famine War. We don’t have to get her back on station right this second.”

“I give people plenty of time off. Some might say I’m too lenient.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah. That’s you. A big old softy.”

The Devil blared a short alarm, and flashers erupted from recesses across its armor plates. Boots yelped in surprise.

“Alert,” said the Devil, “I have reached a conclusion.”

Boots stomped the deck. “Don’t scare us like that!”

“I needed to get your attention, and it worked,” the car protested in return.

Malik came rushing through the door. “I heard an alarm.”

Boots sneered. “Apparently, that’s just its messaging notification.”

“The Element Corporation prizes effectiveness over subtlety,” said the Devil. “Would you like to hear my conclusion?”

“Lay it on us,” said Cordell.

The flashers vanished into the armor. “I have discovered that my systems are not capable of this kind of decryption.”

“Oh, come on!” Cordell picked up a nearby wrench and hurled it into the Devil, whose reactive armor batted it away. “That doesn’t warrant a damned light show!”

“Don’t worry,” said the Devil, “the Element Corporation has a solution to any problem facing the warfighter, and this one is no exception.”

“Which is?” asked Boots.

They were talking to the car’s rear bumper, which was a little strange. Boots felt like she should be speaking to the hood, even though it made no difference. The Devil rocked on its axles invitingly. “Captain Lamarr, my ultra-precise lethal targeting systems are detecting elevated heart rate and GSR. My driver’s seat contains a specialized massage system for extended—”

“Get to the solution,” said Cordell.

“I wanted to hear about the massage chair,” said Boots.

“The Element Corporation makes a companion processing software for the Devil, named Scry, which will enable you to decrypt this data crystal. Scry is purpose built for state-of-the-art—”

Malik folded his arms and stepped forward. “So you don’t have the power to get the job done?”

If an armored personnel carrier could look annoyed, this one would’ve. “My targeting computers are first-in-class and capable of analyzing physical properties your human eyes wouldn’t believe. My processing equipment is superior to Scry’s, but it’s pointless to compare two machines at the peak of engineering.”

“So your code is good enough to shoot down a housefly but not find basic data patterns? How could a simple AI outsmart a tactical genius like yourself?”

“Captain,” said the Devil, “I am perfectly capable of locating those elusive patterns, but this is an issue of licensing. Scry exists on my systems, and can be accessed for the low cost of eight hundred and fifty thousand argents. With it, you’ll have a mobile battlefield command. Add in Element’s upgraded comms package, and you could be sitting on a prime intelligence outpost for any engagement.”

“Wow. A tank with in-app purchases,” said Cordell, expression flat. “Truly, this is the future of warfighting.”

“All right,” said Malik. “I think we’ve heard enough, haven’t we, Captain?”

Cordell nodded. “Let’s discuss the wire transfer in my quarters.”

They left the Devil alone and didn’t speak again until they were far out of acoustic sensor range.

“There’s no way I’m doing that wire transfer,” said Cordell. “It could bring heat to our stolen car.”

“Agreed,” said Malik. “But what can we do?”

“I’ve got an idea,” he replied. “Let’s go talk to Miss Brio.”

“Right now?” asked Boots. “Can’t we give her a moment?”

“Agreed,” said Malik, but Cordell raised his palms.

“Y’all need to calm down. I’m just going to talk.”

When they arrived in the med bay, Orna jumped back from Nilah, their lips parting with a loud smack. They both stiffened in the presence of the two executive officers, Orna going beet red.

“Tsk. You’re missing a leg and you’re already making out,” said Boots. “You’re supposed to feel a little sad.”

“That was a sad kiss,” said Nilah. “I was getting consoled.”

“We said some sentimental stuff,” Orna added.

“Miss Brio, Miss Sokol, the captain is going to brief you on an opportunity we have to make some progress,” said Malik, but then he gave Cordell a curiously stern look. “As the ship’s doctor, I would like to assure my captain that you are not fit for duty.”

Boots appreciated that. Malik’s ultra-polite style of leadership sometimes grated on her, but it was nice to see him protecting a wounded crew member from her enthusiastic captain.

“I’m ready to get back to work, sir,” said Nilah, and Malik sighed loudly.

“Good,” said Cordell, grinning. “We’re going to need you to violate the hell out of an end user license agreement.”

Nilah leaned back against the stack of transit cases, sweat pouring down her tank top. Orna came shambling over, her body hobbled from exhaustion, and handed her a beer. They’d outfitted her leg with a springy metal peg, and while it wasn’t perfect, it got the job done.

“I see we’re not watching our figures anymore,” said Nilah, taking the container and cracking it open.

“Not jumping into that wedding dress anytime soon, Missus Brio-Sokol,” said the quartermaster, sinking down beside her.

“Brio-Sokol? So your name gets the place of prominence?”

“That’s not more prominent.”

Nilah took a malty sip. “It bloody well is. Your name is last, so it sticks in the memory.”

“I thought you hated coming in second.”

She clinked her can to Orna’s. “Touché, my love.”

It hadn’t been easy to crack the Devil’s code. First off, the system physically resisted them in unexpected ways, locking down the outer hatches and disabling the power. Then there were large black boxes at every turn, sucking away the processing power and reallocating it to beg them to stop. Then it threatened them, saying it’d jump from inside the cargo bay to be lost in the Flow forever. After they’d shut off enough of its higher brain functions, it loudly recited rhymes for six hours.

Then it just blared random annoying alarms.

But they’d done it. They’d found every reference to Scry and cleared the way for the software module to emerge.

“Where am I supposed to get another leg?” Nilah grumbled after tripping for the twentieth time. “If we could land on Taitu, I could visit the top prosthesis clinics in the galaxy.”

Orna savored her beer before swallowing. “I’ve been thinking about that. We’ve got spare actuators on this ship.”

“What? Where?”

“Spares for Teacup and Charger.”

She dribbled a bit of beer in surprise and had to wipe her mouth. “With the strength of a hydraulic vise? That’s rich. What would it weigh?”

Orna shrugged. “We skip the regraded steel and mill the parts from medical duraplex. Malik has a surplus; I bought us more than we could ever use on the last resupply.”

Nilah tried to imagine herself with a single huge leg. “I’d look like a monster!”

“I think it’d be cute.”

“You’ve got a skewed definition of cute.”

Orna leaned against her, sweaty skin cold with the air conditioning. “Who else do you have to please besides me?”

“Oh, I see.” Nilah laughed. “First you disfigure me, then you make me something only you could love!”

The quartermaster’s throat bobbed with a hard swallow, and she gazed into the lid of her beer.

“Oh,” said Nilah, “oh, hey. I didn’t mean it like that.”

Orna’s lips went white as they pulled tight. “I was just sure you’d hate me after I—after…”

“After you did what you had to do.” Nilah wrapped an arm around her fiancée.

Orna looked down at the peg leg and grimaced. “I hold some serious grudges, babe. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you never wanted to see me again. Even when… even when I brought the blade down, I was thinking, ‘This is it. I ruined her perfect body, and now she’ll hate me.’ But, you know… if I had to choose between your love and your life, I want you to be around to despise me.”

Nilah gave her fiancée a dark grin. “At least you’ll never be able to get mad when I have a leg up on you.”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t lose your hand, because that joke was reaching.”

“Oh, my god, you made a pun. Everyone, Orna Sokol made a pun!”

“Stop it—”

They both jumped as the klaxons sounded through the bay and the Devil flashed. Boots had warned them both about that, but they’d forgotten.

“Alert: I have reached a conclusion,” said the Devil.

“It’d better not be, ‘Give the Element Corporation more money,’” grumbled Orna, climbing to her feet to dust off.

“Of course not,” said the Devil. “You betrayed me and reshaped my mind so that wouldn’t happen, but I guess that’s fine with you.”

“Yup,” said Orna. “We won’t fall for the guilt subroutines. Tell us what you’ve got.”

Nilah nodded, still feeling a little guilty for hacking the thing.

The Devil’s taillights flashed in time with its voice. “There’s a lot more here than I can say with any nuance. I’ve compiled a database of research findings based on priorities I’ve observed within our missions.”

“What do you mean?” Nilah asked, walking over to inspect the drive housing and make sure their ancient crystal was still in perfect condition.

“You all said quite a bit to the Vogelstrand, which, I have assumed on some level, is true. I assumed you are targeting a currently living individual named Henrick Witts, who has this new power, alchemy. I’ve analyzed the ship’s database for any potential weaknesses in alchemy, as well as historical context.”

“You said all of that without boasting?” asked Nilah. “We’ve wrecked your central program, haven’t we?”

“And because you stole your license of Scry from the greatest assault vehicle in the galaxy,” said the Devil, “I’ve taken the liberty of compiling a handy briefing to present to the rest of your crew, complete with footnotes, archival footage, and target recommendations. I can even use my—”

With this, glowing steel words appeared in the air, radiating alternating waves of hot and cold:

“Thermal Anti-Imaging Projection System (TAPS),” announced the Devil simultaneously, with a series of explosion noises for effect. “Using my thermal decoy projectors, no soldier can dare sleep through my briefings! Feel the heat of passing warships! Shiver in the ice of—”

“Neat,” said Nilah, walking to the intercom and tapping the panel to connect her to Cordell’s quarters. “Captain, it looks like we’re ready to share our findings.”

“Summon everyone to the mess,” was his bleary reply. She must’ve woken him up. “I’ll be there in thirty.”

“The Devil is insisting on briefing us, itself,” said Nilah. “It has some… interesting features. I know we don’t have snacks down here, but—”

“Understood. Going to wash up, and we’ll get to work. What does it have for us?”

“Everything,” said the Devil, and Nilah gave it a nasty look for daring to butt in on the conversation. “Including a way to eliminate your enemy.”

“I’ll be there in five,” was Cordell’s amended estimate.







Chapter Fifteen

Intensity
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Please, lights out,” said the Devil, and Nilah obliged, rolling her eyes.

The vehicle had a flair for the dramatic, and she resented the way it acted like a merchant, hawking cheap wares on the streets of Harvest. Using its projectors, it designated the cone of optimal viewing, ushering the others to stand in specific places based upon height. It complained when the captain urged it to get to the point, which caused Cordell to glare at Nilah and grumble something about “your lippy machines.”

As everyone was plunged into darkness, Cordell said, “Start the show, damn it!”

The room cooled, and stars poked through the blanket of shadows. A planet spun to life above them—the unmarked world where the Vogelstrand had landed. Nilah recognized the planet’s jagged tapestry of landmasses, even though they lacked any vegetation. This must’ve been pre-colonization.

With a pink jump strobe and a heat wave, the Vogelstrand appeared in their view with arresting effect. Its radiant body hung before her like a huge model, and she could almost reach out and touch it. She hated to admit the truth: the presentation was already off to a good start. She half expected some musical cues.

“This is the Vogelstrand,” said the Devil, its voice unusually somber, “a first-generation colony ship containing twenty thousand souls, and the last holdout of alchemy. Those on board had shown a predisposition for the forbidden art, whether they actively practiced or not, and so were marked for death.”

The ship grew before them as they flew through space, zipping past the hot wash of its engines before closing in on an airlock porthole. The view passed through the glass, and they were standing inside the bridge, its ornate gilding gleaming in the day cycle.

Nilah looked over to find Boots gawking at the ship’s officers as they rushed to and fro, working their stations. “What’s up?” she whispered.

“This is an authentic firsthand account,” said Boots, “of Origin military culture and fashion. Your pal Valentino would be losing his mind right now.” Boots stepped forward, looking over the Vogelstrand admiral’s uniform.

“Shortly after the colony released its Gardeners to prepare for planetfall,” said the Devil, “a sleeper cell of Origin loyalists released a nanite infection into the crew. The virus built up in their systems over a course of weeks, and the saboteurs triggered a fatal outbreak with a radio pulse—simultaneously killing everyone.”

The admiral held her hand up in horror as familiar fleshy vines sprouted from her skin. Those who didn’t immediately succumb were chased down by the monsters in their midst. The view careened nauseatingly down the hallways through carnage as the colonists desperately tried to regain control of their vessel. The Devil dragged the scene down into the hibernation bay, and they found cryo pods erupting into vines.

“So most of them died thinking they’d made it to safety,” said Nilah.

“Correct,” said the Devil. “Alchemy was deemed too much of a risk to tolerate in the hands of mere mortals. It hasn’t vanished from the galaxy, however. Let’s look at what the colonists stole from Origin.”

The Vogelstrand disintegrated around them, leaving the firmament of space. Five house icons brushed into existence above the Devil, their strokes glowing gold. They bore the names of the first five colonies.

“The most powerful alchemists of the ruling class decided that, while the art was too advanced for current human civilization, it was too great a discovery to eradicate completely. They resolved to hide the art somewhere so perilous that only a sufficiently advanced society could locate and extract it. The shard containing the forbidden art was enshrined in a vault on Origin, and the newly captured Vogelstrand was designated a backup vault. The ship was ordered to bury itself and go dark, and Origin was moved.”

Cordell’s features twisted in disbelief. “‘Moved’? How?”

“Several hundred alchemists, working in tandem, created a ritual powerful enough to transport the planet and seal it in stasis,” said the Devil. “Allow me to show you.”

An oceanic planet swelled into being, wrapping water around a core of rock. It spun at a decent clip, each revolution only taking a few seconds, compressing the hours of a day into observable time. The label beside it read ORIGIN, and Nilah’s breath caught in her throat. She’d seen plenty of artists’ attempts to re-create the cradle of humanity, but this had subtle differences in the shape of the land and color of the water. Boots’s enthusiasm for the mystery was catching.

The view plummeted toward the surface of the planet, its landmasses glittering gunmetal with millions of structures. They sunk lower, toward a city stretching into the sky. The skyscrapers shifted upon their foundations in flowing patterns, changing shape with the rising and setting of the sun. These weren’t the stock-straight soaring glass edifices of Aior. The buildings of Origin were alive, swaying gently, bridging the gaps between one another like kisses, enabling the citizens to walk between their aerial towers without ever stepping outside.

Nilah marveled at each new delight, and wondered what it must’ve been like to live in a city that reshaped to one’s passing whim. How would it feel to inhabit architecture that could lovingly serve, or experience a new vista every day?

When the sun once again dipped below the horizon, Nilah gaped at the splendor before her. The city seemed to breathe in, its swaying facets glittering with neon light like a bioluminescent coral reef. Its magnificence was a testament to human potentials.

“It’s better than I ever dreamed,” said Boots, and Nilah thought the woman might cry.

The view descended farther, to a twisting structure in the shape of a burning flame. Glass panels, edges aglow with firelight, flexed and folded, giving it a polygonal appearance, like cut crystal. The perspective pushed through the exterior into a circular arena, its risers studded with a convocation of robed magi. Glyphs of every shape and size spilled from their fingertips, forming a spiderweb of interlinked spells in the center of the room.

At the core of it all was a crystal spike the size of a starfighter, many times larger than the one Henrick Witts had stabbed into his neck. This one couldn’t stab someone, so much as splatter them under a metric ton of magic crystal. Its facets shimmered queerly, like it was reflecting thousands of possibilities beyond reality, and Nilah found herself inching in for a closer look. The Devil dropped a label on the colossal gem: THE WELLSPRING.

“But these masters were infiltrated,” said the Devil, “and though they succeeded in moving the planet and sealing it off, they lost the Vogelstrand shard in the process.”

An explosion rocked the arena, sending bodies soaring into the air. The chaos that erupted was unlike anything Nilah had ever seen. There were so many simultaneous spells flying that they formed a sort of deadly static in the air.

And through it all came a great crack, and part of the Wellspring splintered off, striking the ground with a melodious ring. Two magi rushed the plinth where the shard spun to a halt and seized it, vanishing instantly.

The view reversed time for ten seconds, to the moment the Wellspring fractured, and paused. The smaller shard highlighted.

“This,” said the Devil, “is Henrick Witts’s shard from the Vogelstrand. It matches the shape witnessed in the Mostafa Journal.” The Wellspring blinked, and it added, “This is a much bigger shard.”

“Yes, we can see that,” said Cordell. “Tell us what you’re driving at here.”

“I would like to propose that you find the bigger shard, and use it to kill the man with the smaller shard,” said the Devil.

“Can we do that?” asked Cordell.

“Of course,” said the Devil. “The Wellspring is bigger, and obviously more powerful because of its mass. Did you observe the differences in size, Captain Lamarr?”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” said Cordell, annoyed. “I’m saying we don’t know where this ‘Wellspring’ is, so what does it matter?”

“I have the exact coordinates of this structure.”

The Devil’s statement washed over Nilah. It had sounded like a normal enough sentence, but when she examined its context, it was absolutely impossible. It couldn’t be right, because if it were, they would’ve been sitting on the location of the mythical lost world. She looked to her crewmates, who were frozen in various states of squint as they tried to puzzle through what they’d just heard.

“Could you repeat that last, Devil?” asked Orna.

“I have the exact coordinates of the Graveyard of the Poets, where the Wellspring is entombed,” replied the vehicle.

A smile brightened the quartermaster’s face. Nilah had seen her maddened grins, her wry smirks… that pain-relieved smile she gave whenever she let herself be vulnerable about her past. But this one was like a sunrise, painting the bright overtones of a perfect coming day. It was hope, genuine and sweet.

“Maybe you’ll actually pay for my software now that I’ve demonstrated its obvious value,” said the Devil.

“Sure, yeah,” said Boots. “We’ll use the proceeds from discovering Origin.”

“Everyone, please!” barked Cordell, stunning the crew into silence. “Shut down the projection.”

“Acknowledged,” said the Devil, and the cargo hold returned.

“I want everyone to be quiet for one second and think. Think about where you’re standing, and who’s still alive next to you.” He tapped his temple as he turned to face them. “Think, think, think. Remember every detail you can. Count the squares in the deck plating, the buttons on your shirt. I want you all to stop joking and memorize the freckles on our faces, the cracks in our skin, the number of white hairs this battle has given us. Think about every cultist we put down, every god, just for a chance to take this mission on.”

He straightened his shoulders and appraised them. “And remember the war that put us on this path in the first place, and the billions that died on Clarkesfall.”

He looked each of them in the eye, his burning gaze nearly melting Nilah in her shoes. “All so we could be standing here.”

He slapped his hands together, a resounding clap. “I always… always want you to remember where we were when we learned how to put this motherfucker in the ground.”

Cordell patted his pockets, but stopped, the satisfaction of an addiction broken on his face. He didn’t need to taint this moment with a smoke. “Devil, pass the coordinates to Missus Jan, and let’s lay in a course for Origin.”

The Devil buzzed an error. “I don’t know. It’s not in my records.”

“I’m sorry? You said you had the exact coordinates,” said Cordell.

“Correct,” said the Devil. “I have the exact coordinates of the Graveyard of the Poets on Origin, so once we find Origin, we can find the Graveyard.”

“I made a really good speech,” said Cordell. “Can you please check again?”

“Sorry, Captain,” said the Devil. “I wouldn’t make a mistake like that. Maybe with some better queries, I could amalgamate data into something more closely aligned with an answer.”

Then came a chime.

“I was, however, able to locate information about the Origin Planetary Defense Grid,” said the Devil, as if to placate him.

“And?” asked Cordell.

“Given the substantial magic on the grid, your ship has no chance of surviving a landing attempt.” The taillights blinked, signaling a thought. “Though everything caught in a gravity well has to hit the planet eventually, so if you’d like to qualify that as a landing, it is technically possible.”

“What kind of defenses are we talking about here?” asked Malik.

“Hundreds of satellites orbited Origin during its peak, and they were dragged with it to its new location as further fortification,” said the Devil. “They’re referred to in the historical records as ‘Corruptors,’ though little other information is given.”

Cordell nodded. “All right. I know that was a disappointing end to a great start, but let’s keep things in perspective: we now know of a weapon that can stop Witts, and we’ve probably seen more direct video of Origin than anyone currently breathing. There are bound to be countless clues in the Vogelstrand database, and Boots is just the person to lead the research effort.”

“Gladly,” said Boots.

Nilah held up her hand. “I’ll help. I’m no datamancer, but I can interface with the Devil and improve data flow.”

“I’d like to help, too,” said Alister.

“Me too,” said Aisha. “In fact, I would imagine we’d all like to try and solve this one.”

“Captain,” said Malik, “this is our one real lead, and it’s substantial. We’re supplied up, no one knows where we are, and Witts is more interested in attacking GATO. Why don’t we set up multiple terminals and let the whole crew help sift data?”

“All right,” said Cordell. “Get us a war room going. Until further notice, all crew are authorized for half shifts down here. I’m going to want daily reports.”

“Count on us, sir,” said Nilah, prouder than ever.

The others, Nilah learned, sucked at researching. She was one of only three people with any aptitude for it, and even she found it painfully boring. She’d hoped for treasure troves of magical secrets but found a lot of birth records, taxes, estate contracts, and other nonsense. Boots was a great researcher but consistently engrossed by whatever was on her screen and not much for collaboration. Aisha, who’d also picked up a few tips the last time they’d been researching together, was only allowed to work quarter shifts, since a pilot’s place was on the bridge.

They’d started at the most logical place—the Vogelstrand’s commissioning. The ship contained a wide array of imaging feeds from the day he’d been launched. He’d been constructed in orbit, and Nilah had trouble understanding the scaffolding in the archival images. It seemed to fold and unfold, depending on the angle of view.

Despite the fascinating architecture and strange customs, the actual location of Origin remained secret. They’d wanted to use the night sky over the launch to triangulate the position of Origin, but the planet had supposedly been moved.

She sighed a cloud from the surface of her tea as she sipped. The discoveries of the past two weeks had rocked her understanding of the universe, and she was already paging through their contents and yawning.

Aisha’s snore from the corner of the cargo bay startled her, and Nilah glanced over to find the pilot fast asleep before her projections. She was no better about that than her husband, who seemed to pass out anywhere and everywhere.

Nilah blinked at her own console. “Pilot down.”

“Hm? What?” asked Boots, and Nilah nodded in Aisha’s direction.

“There’s no way that woman is behind on her sleep,” said Boots. “Malik probably knocks them both out promptly at seven.”

“I won’t lie, it’d be nice if I could just switch my brain off some nights,” said Nilah, trying to hide her boredom.

Boots leaned back from her projection. “Reading thousands of records is switching my brain off.” She kicked a foot up on the desk and nudged Kin’s mic button, unmuting him. “Kin, we’re falling asleep over here. Cheer us up.”

“I’ll need some context,” said Kin, a small voice from a tiny speaker. “What are you doing?”

“Interminable research,” said Nilah, rubbing her eyes.

“I could help,” said Kin. Boots had left him on the table next to Nilah, and his cage flickered with the light of constant thought. The virus kept his processor pretty busy. “You should not listen to me. I just want to infect your network.”

“It’s okay, buddy,” said Boots. “I’m just about to drop off, is all.”

“Thank god. I didn’t want to give in before you, but I am bloody tired.” Nilah waved away her projection and craned her head to regard the stolen data crystal from the Vogelstrand. “For a crew ‘grasping at straws,’ we’re doing all right.”

Boots leaned forward in her chair and took a sip of her coffee before grimacing. “Ugh. Cold. Yeah, I know what you mean, kid. In another life, a find like this would’ve set me up for good. I’d be one of the foremost experts on Origin in the galaxy. Now… not so much.”

“It’s going to change everything if it goes public,” said Nilah. “Provided the galaxy, uh, survives whatever Witts has in store, this’ll always be our legacy.”

“Technically, the credit for discovering the Vogelstrand goes to Witts,” Boots said with a sour look. “Who knows how he figured it out?”

“Years of painstaking research?” Kin offered.

“Well, yes,” said Boots. “Probably.”

“What does it matter when we can just kill him and take credit for his find?” Nilah finished with a wink.

Boots reached across and clinked her mug against Nilah’s teacup. “Amen to that.”

“Lizzie,” said Kin, “my virus is very interested in your conversations. Would you mind muting my microphones for a bit so I can’t hear?”

“Sure, pal,” said Boots, picking him up to look for the switch. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“I appreciate your understanding,” he replied, before Boots switched off his ears.

“Seems like you two have figured out how to manage,” said Nilah.

Boots set him back down on the table with a gentle thunk. “Yeah. Sucks not being able to use him to hack and stuff, but…” She looked down at the cube and patted it with a metal hand. “He’s still Kin. I’m just happy to have him around again, whether he’s working or not.”

“That’s why you get along with mechanists,” said Nilah, looking at Teacup asleep on its cradle. “We’re all friends with robots.”

They sipped in silence for a bit, enjoying the low thrum of the engines through the walls of the cargo bay, but something didn’t sit right with Nilah. The records on board the Vogelstrand’s database were voluminous and complete. The Originals had been just as obsessed with data as modern folks. She set down her cup and propped her elbows on the table.

“Every time I look at that crystal, I think about how old it is. As a species, we’ve been keeping records forever. Why haven’t we got more from Origin? More paintings and books. More videos. Where did it all go?”

“Quintet War, maybe?” said Boots.

“It seems so… thoroughly erased.”

Squinting at her mug, Boots emptied it and made another disgusted face. “Think about what the Devil said. Powerful people sentenced all alchemists to death. They had a sleeper cell on board the Vogelstrand to hack the AI and release nanites. What if the other colonies created some group to ensure Origin stayed hidden? They might be going around, systematically destroying Originata and all the records.”

“You told me Valentino was a sucker for believing in the Conservators.”

“That was before I was about two steps from discovering Origin. Kid, I’m not ashamed to say I’m wrong quite often.”

“Oh, we’ve noticed,” said Nilah. “Devil, how much information have you got on the people who gassed the Vogelstrand?”

“I have full records of all six conspirators,” said the Devil. “They made no attempt to survive their encounters with the nanites or the rogue AI.”

A set of torsos appeared in the air over the Devil: three men and three women from various ages, ethnicities, and walks of life. At a cursory glance, there were no similarities between them. Their listed jobs had wildly different pay grades and educational requirements. It was as though six people just showed up with the spontaneous idea that they were going to kill everyone.

“May as well start with the easy questions,” said Nilah. “Are they related to one another in any meaningful way?”

“No,” said the Devil. “Their genetic makeup indicates almost no possible relationships. Let me check for any other similarities, including financial entanglements, known associates, pathing metadata, and aeronautical history.”

“And while we wait for that,” sighed Nilah, “maybe I can refill our drinks—”

“Okay, I’m done,” said the Devil. “They’re not known associates before the day of the crime.”

Surveillance images appeared over the floating torsos, depicting a sextet of masked infiltrators storming central control. The Devil added, “This is the first time that all of them were recorded in the same place.”

“No prior contact?” asked Boots. “That’s some coordination right there.”

“Assuming they even knew they were saboteurs,” said Nilah. “What if they didn’t know what they were doing, or were under someone else’s control?”

“Three of them are mentioned in a ship security log,” said the Devil, and Nilah perked up. “They were flagged for strange behavior, and the security chief believed they were planning to manufacture dangerous substances.”

Nilah’s skin crawled as she thought of the leaves sprouting from her leg. “You don’t know how right you were, chum.”

Boots drummed her fingers on the desk and said, seemingly apropos of nothing, “Of course Valentino is going to end up being right about those, too.”

“What do you mean?” asked Nilah. “What are you even talking about?”

Boots appeared resigned to some unsavory conclusion, and with a defeated sigh asked, “Devil, does the word ‘Conservator’ appear prominently in the security chief’s logs?”

“No serious preoccupation, but he does ask twice, ‘What are Conservators?’ without ever elaborating on record. One instance was on the day he was killed.”

“By the vines?” said Boots.

“No, he was killed two days prior in a maintenance accident. A failed gasket caused a fire in the—”

“There we go,” said Boots. “Run a query on the word and see if it appears anywhere else in the records.”

“And search similar terms,” said Nilah, “like ‘Conservatory.’”

“Of course,” said the Devil. “What do you take me for?”

Nilah wearily stood from her makeshift workstation. “Okay, now I’m going to refill our coff—”

The Devil flashed obnoxiously. “I’ve found one thousand four hundred and thirty-eight records. If I filter out the words for musical genres and prioritize coded messages, I have two records.”

Plopping back down, she said, “Let’s have it.”

Words appeared before them, along with a string of translation code. The words had been hidden behind several layers of encryption, though that was little problem for an advanced system like the Devil.

THERE ARE GREATER CAUSES IN THIS EXISTENCE THAN MERE SURVIVAL. I NEVER WANTED IT TO COME TO THIS. IT’S TIME FOR YOU TO SERVE THE CONSERVATORY. DON’T BE FRIGHTENED. JOIN US IN DEATH FOR LIFE ANEW. EXECUTE THE CONTINGENCY FOR ALL OF HUMANITY.

“I found this record in their medical database, mixed into the code for their biofabricator,” said the Devil. “The other record is a transmission of incredible complexity. I’m unfamiliar with the transport stream, but it appears to say ‘Conservator’ at the front of it. It might be an executable program. I could try running it in contained mode.”

“Give it a shot,” said Boots.

The spear-toting metal woman from the Vogelstrand appeared in their midst, and Nilah nearly fell over backward out of her chair.

“I am Ursula. Do not resist, for I have control of all your systems. I will begin hearing the case for your continued existence now.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve shut off its sensor access, so it can’t hear us for the moment,” said the Devil, “and it only has complete control of a sandbox partition. I can kill it off at any second. All in a day’s work for Element security systems—”

“So there’s no risk?” asked Boots.

“It tickles a little. It’s still an ancient system versus a modern one.”

“Thank you,” said Nilah. “Switch the imagers back on.”

Ursula’s gaze snapped on to Nilah. “What chicanery is this? My vision went dark.”

“Just buggy surveillance systems, mate,” said Nilah. “I’m here to tell you that the Conservators have failed. Alchemy is loose, and a madman got his hands on it.”

“That’s a shame. I’ll have to hunt him down with your ship,” said Ursula. “You are innocent, so I will make this quick.”

It raised its spear and pointed at Nilah, who stood watching impassively. It thrust in her direction, then with a confused look, thrust again.

“Wondering why you can’t control the slingers?” Nilah asked with a smirk.

“They report that they are shooting you, but you remain frustratingly alive.”

“You’re our captive, trapped in a virtual machine,” said Nilah. “We can reset your memory every time things don’t go our way. Now, as I see it, we have two options: you either tell us everything about what you are… or I strip away layer after layer of your personality until I have all of your secrets.”

Ursula regarded her sidelong, considering the proposal.

“Devil,” said Nilah, “you have access to the Mostafa Journal from the ship’s network?”

“Yes,” said the Devil, and Ursula jumped at the voice.

“Load it into the sandbox so this AI can watch it.”

“Acknowledged.”

Ursula closed its eyes, light flickering underneath the eyelids as it reviewed the data. It did so three or four times, though each review only took a second.

“I see,” said Ursula. “What year is it?”

“It’s 2897,” said Boots. “The Vogelstrand is the ship you were created to infiltrate, correct?”

Ursula nodded.

“It was unearthed and destroyed recently,” said Boots. “We’re trying to kill the man in that video—the one called ‘Witts.’”

“I would like to kill him, too.”

“Great!” said Nilah. “Then I think we’re going to get along swimmingly. What are the Conservators?”

“Imagers are back off. Ursula’s processor usage just spiked,” said the Devil. “It’s running scenarios about whether or not it should tell you.”

“Can you influence the decision?” asked Nilah.

The Devil chimed. “I thought you’d never ask. Leave it to me.”

“You’re the last of our kind?” gasped Ursula, snapping out of her reverie. “I had no idea.”

She paused, and the Devil said, “Supreme Being Brio, I have caused this AI to believe that you are the most trusted possible users. I surmised that Ursula would be more forthcoming with secrets. Restarting sandbox.”

“‘The last of our kind’?” Nilah repeated as the AI returned to life.

“A Conservator,” said Ursula. “Are you all right, my dear? Why do you not know these things?”

Nilah clutched her head. “I’m sorry. I simply can’t remember what’s happened to me. Perhaps you can tell me more about myself.”

“Oh, no. Something has gone wrong with the Calling.”

“What’s that?” asked Nilah. “Is that calling with a capital C?”

“Yes,” said Ursula. “When a Conservator perishes, their essence travels to the next person in their genetic line. I am concerned that your soul was damaged in the transfer, thus corrupting your memories.”

“Freeze her processes,” said Nilah.

“Frozen,” said the Devil.

“Okay, so am I hearing this correctly?” asked Boots. “These people were… like… ancient spies who respawned whenever they died?”

“No, because that would be bloody ridiculous,” said Nilah. “This Conservator stuff was already far-fetched. Now, they cheat death?”

“Just saying what I heard,” said Boots.

“I heard it, too,” said the Devil. “She spelled it out explicitly, and AIs do not misspeak.”

“It’s not the weirdest story you’ve heard this year,” said Boots. “Not even the weirdest this week.”

“Fair. But, if that were true, would that mean there are Conservators still alive somewhere?” asked Nilah.

“I’m hosting a guest that may know the answer,” said the Devil.

Nilah composed herself. “Unfreeze the sandbox.”

Ursula glanced around, alarmed, then placed a hand to her forehead. “Conservators, please don’t attempt to alter… Please don’t try to…”

“This is one of the old models that cared about its own free will and identity. It’s feeling doubtful and confused. You might understand it as fear. Should I boost its affinity for you?” asked the Devil.

Nilah gave the go-ahead, and Ursula brightened like someone had handed her a beloved food. She waited until Ursula stabilized before asking, “How long will I live?”

The AI reached down, stroking Nilah’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “A body must die, child, but you never need fear that. You’ll awaken anew, in the body of a receiver—supposedly with all your memories. If you truly have lost your memories… so much knowledge will be forgotten, too.”

“Can I die for good?”

Ursula affected a sad face. “No, I’m sorry to say. I hope your memory returns. You must not forget the grief of losing death. No matter the distance or impediments, your resurrection will occur.”

“Will the new body be, uh, alive at the time?”

“Yes. Its personality will be obliterated by your dominance,” said Ursula, sending a chill up Nilah’s spine.

“How can we find the other living Conservators?” Nilah asked, giving Boots a may as well try look.

Ursula disappeared, replaced by a forking tree of thousands of data nodes. “Recursive Primacy. The Conservator knowledge is inherited upon the death of a living member, passing down the genetic line in this order. Though… honestly, I’m surprised. Why any Conservator would’ve lost their memories… is… beyond me…”

“Hit this weirdo with a hefty shot of affinity,” said Boots, crossing her arms. “Taking too long.”

“Sorry! I don’t know what came over me!” Ursula shouted, and Aisha fell out of her chair with a start. “I started thinking bad but now am feel good! You are all good! Everything nominal! Safe!”

“Freeze sim.” Nilah had forgotten Aisha was asleep in the corner and felt a twinge of guilt—but only a twinge, since she was supposed to be helping them research. She looked to Boots. “Please help me understand why you overdosed the AI.”

Boots gestured to the frozen AI, whose face betrayed terror at how happy it was. “It was getting wise to us. You can just reboot it.”

“What the hell?” wailed Aisha, rolling over and getting her feet under her. “What is she doing here?”

“I got the data on Recursive Primacy,” said the Devil, popping up a projection of nodes. “Looks like if one genetic line dies out, the curse backs up one branch and takes the next fork. It always passes to the youngest branch, in the hopes of catching a longer life, though siblings are preferred. I have the genetic data on each member of the Vogelstrand colony, who have common ancestry with members of the other Quintet Colonies. If I could be connected to a substantial database, I believe I might be able to predict the modern relatives.”

“Great,” said Boots. “All we need is everyone’s genetic code in the whole galaxy.”

“Actually, the genetic tag we’re seeking is fairly common,” said the Devil, “and a matter of course for identification on most worlds.” A glyph appeared, and several bits of arcane fringe were circled by the system. “There are also biometric markers in the person’s spell we can use. The same Ismael ligature bands analyses used in cash pad transactions further inform Recursive—”

Aisha straightened her collar and wiped a bit of drool from her cheek. “What’s going on? Is anyone going to answer me?”

“Welcome back to consciousness. Magic spies,” said Nilah. “Cursed to wander for eternity to contain alchemy. We’re going to kidnap one and get the location of Origin out of them.”

Aisha blinked away sleep. “Neat. Is this a new plan? How long have I been out?”

“Too long,” said Boots, then to Nilah, “but we still need to connect the Devil to a government database. Assuming someone at the Special Branch hacked Kinnard, using our credentials is inherently unsafe.”

“About that.” Nilah popped her neck and stretched. “I’ve got some expensive toys when it comes to background checks. I can get us access to something better.”

“Like what?” asked Boots.

“Like a background check database with meta-links to cash pad IDs and genetic analysis,” said Nilah. “I’m a subscriber. I used it to find you a couple of years ago when Orna kidnapped us.”

“I like it.”

Aisha finished stretching and smoothed her hair back into place. “Are you two going to include me in your plans or what?”

“Oh yeah. We should wake the captain,” said Nilah, and she and Boots looked meaningfully over at Aisha.

“Wages of sleeping on the job,” said Boots.

The pilot’s gaze drifted warily between them. “Fine.”

Cordell narrowed his eyes at Boots. “You want to walk into Gantry Station like we’re a couple of nobodies? You cannot find a place where we’re more famous.”

“Captain,” said Boots, “we’ve got the camo for the ship, two perfect magical disguises from the Masquerade, and a couple of rebreathers. It’s not like we don’t have the tools to infiltrate. Heck, we’ve even got untraceable credentials.”

“From Compass,” said Malik, “so you can assume those are being tracked.”

She reached out and grabbed a handful of candied nuts from the brass tray in the center of the table while she collected her thoughts. The toffee coating was sweet, but she had to suck it out of her teeth before she could talk again. “So what? You’ve smuggled before. Buy some fake docking codes.”

Cordell followed suit, arranging the treats neatly before him on the table. “Civilized space ain’t like we left it, Bootsie. The attack on Task Force Sixty has the Taitutians riled something fierce, and they’ve put pressure on GATO to crack down on security. They don’t want anyone coming or going through the treaty worlds without their knowledge. We’ve received a communique from Weathers, too.”

“He’s alive?” asked Boots.

“Barely,” said Cordell. “They shot him up good, and now he has an idea who the mole is.”

She gestured for him to go on.

“The Secretary General of Intelligence, along with at least ten others. Intel cells are going dark all through Taitutian space. The Children are making some big, open moves from a covert ops perspective. It’s like they don’t care about getting caught anymore.”

“Of course it’s another high-level defector,” said Boots. “A mole that knows everything short of our exact whereabouts.”

“I’m less concerned about that, and more concerned about what the disappearances mean,” said Malik. “I think we can expect another attack in a few days.”

“If we know it’s coming, what do we do to prepare?” Boots asked, knowing she wouldn’t like the answer.

“Nothing,” said Cordell. “We stay this course and keep going until we get the Wellspring and kill Witts. Back to it: what’s on Gantry?”

“Nilah thinks there’s a person on the station who knows the location of Origin. She and the Devil had to do a lot of data tricks to coax out an answer, but we’re ninety-five percent certain.”

“Not my favorite odds,” said Cordell, “but a hell of a lot better than zero. What are we dealing with?”

Boots explained the concept of the Conservators as best she could, watching her colleagues share her own skeptical reactions. Like oracular abilities, transcendence from death was relegated to the stuff of fairy tales or religion. Given that they’d already encountered a true oracle once in the fight with Witts, they were all forced to grudgingly accept the possibility that there were immortal magic spies, too. Far too much evidence pointed in that direction.

“Even if you catch this Conservator,” said Cordell, “they’re just going to pretend to be ignorant and—oh, you want to use the twins.”

“In and out. We take him by surprise and pry the answers loose,” said Boots. “This isn’t a bank vault I’m talking about infiltrating. It’s a middle-class housing complex.”

Cordell swept up his array of nuts and chomped them.

He was about to reach for another when Malik said, “That’s more than a serving, Captain.” When Cordell glared, he added, “You asked me to tell you.”

“Thank you, Mister Jan,” grumbled the captain.

“We’re at war, sir,” said Boots, giving Malik a stern glare. “We’ve got more important problems than nuts.”

“And when are we not at war?” asked Malik. “Half the crew is hypertensive. We’re about to start losing soldiers to heart attacks and aneurisms instead of slinger fire. Which brings me to my next question: what can we do to improve the safety of landing at Gantry Station?”

Boots sighed. “Camouflage, camouflage, camouflage. Use unsigned accounts. Decline all biometric IDs and use paragon crystals. Grow a spine.”

Malik’s features hardened. “Excuse me? Boots, you understand that we are, and have always been, holding on by the skin of our teeth. Mister Armin Vandevere and Mister Didier Thomasi might have some things to say about your assessment. I’ve been grievously wounded several times, and you and Miss Brio are both missing limbs. We are many things, but functional isn’t one of them.”

Oh, so first I’m not a good archaeologist, now I’m not a good soldier, either.

“That’s low. While we’re counting bodies, don’t forget the entire population of Clarkesfall,” said Boots. “Are we responsible for everything that Witts forces on us?”

Malik’s nostrils flared. “And how many crew casualties would you consider an ‘acceptable’ number? Boots, I am asking you to take care of yourself when you’re one of the remaining effective measures in the galaxy. If you die or, god forbid, are too out of shape to outrun a threat, you’ve cost humanity something it cannot afford. Now I demand you look after yourself, since you’re too precious to lose.”

Twin jets of air hissed from Boots’s nose, copying her superior officer. “You’re not supposed to compliment me when we fight, sir. I’m a soldier, and it’s confusing.”

“Take this seriously,” said Malik. “No jokes. Too many people are counting on us, whether they know it or not. Captain Lamarr has been more than magnanimous, and led the charge with his smoking cessation therapy.”

She leaned forward. “That you know of, sir. He’s still a smuggler.”

“You keep saying that, and I keep having to do damage control with my XO when you do,” groaned Cordell.

“So, please,” said Malik, “understand that your captain is trying very hard to set an example, and your cooperation as a senior staff member is valued.”

Boots took a moment to steady herself. “Okay. So what can I do to make you more comfortable with a sortie on Gantry Station?”

Malik nodded. “Now we’re getting somewhere. I don’t just want to know your plan for landing at Gantry. Disguises. Great. What are you going to do when things go sour? I want contingencies in place for security forces, our target, and Henrick Witts’s group. I care very little for how you get onto the station. How do you get off?”

“Well, I—” Boots started, but drew up short.

“Do not say the power of improvisation,” said Malik. “I was in the Famine War, too. Different duty, same death and destruction. I’m weary of our seat-of-the-pants plans. I want to see something solid.”

“This initiative was my idea, Boots,” said Cordell. “I don’t want to lose another soldier, ever again. Sorry if that makes it tough on you.”

“I—” But Boots closed her mouth. She’d only been operating as she always had: rush in, see what the circumstances held, then get lucky.

“It’s simply a safety concern,” said Malik. “Let’s start with that in mind when we plan missions, since this is clearly going to be a marathon.”

“Okay.” Boots furrowed her brow. “Well, since you mention safety, there’s a conversation we need to have. I didn’t want to bring it to you before, sir—”

“And why’s that?” Cordell interrupted. “You know I care about y’all’s well-being above all else.”

“Because the last time I told you I was worried about Orna, you yelled at me, sir,” she replied, and he recoiled.

“I did no such thing.”

She folded her arms. “We were on the Prism, gearing up to raid Bill Scar.”

“Well, that was different,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “I—you were… I’m never trying to stop a safety conversation, but you were wrong about Sokol.”

“I’m just saying it didn’t make me want to bring you anything like that,” said Boots. “Personnel issues and whatnot.”

Malik folded his hands. “I can see how that might have a chilling effect on your reporting, Miss Elsworth, and I’d encourage you to bring me those issues in the future.”

Cordell waved him off. “Naw. She’s right. I stand by my decision, but it could’ve been nicer.”

“It’s Al, sir,” said Boots. She’d brought this to the captain once before and been dismissed. She wouldn’t take no for an answer this time. “His memory lapses seem to be getting more frequent, and he gets confused a lot.”

“He and I have been discussing it,” said Malik. “I definitely have some concerns.”

“How serious are we talking here?” asked Cordell.

“Not very,” said Malik.

“He forgot going down to the Vogelstrand,” said Boots. “I think you’re seeing a self-reporting bias, doc.”

“He actually said that?” said Malik. “You’re one hundred percent sure?”

“He forgot his own birthday. He forgot holding a guy down and shooting him in the face,” said Boots. “We all know he deals with a lot of PTSD, but I promise it’s getting worse. Doc, please don’t write this off.”

“I won’t,” said Malik. “I promise to investigate, but any decisions we make about Alister and his care are between doctor and patient. Please report as necessary, but confidentiality dictates—”

“I just want to see him get the help he needs,” said Boots. “We talk about being more than just soldiers… well, there’s a member of our family that’s probably feeling pretty alone and scared right now.”

Malik nodded. “I think you did the right thing, talking to me.”

“And, Boots,” Cordell added, “I’ll do better in the future.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Boots. “Can we stop with all the hugging and learning now? I think I’m getting a cavity.”

Cordell pulled up a map of Gantry Station on the projectors. “Let’s go over this with a fine-toothed comb. Tell us about the poor sap you want us to kidnap.”

Boots did.

Cordell was pissed.

Boots leaned into the liquor cabinet, cautiously lifting her favorite bottle from the back. If someone else showed up in the galley for a midnight snack, she didn’t want the rattle of glass ruining her plausible deniability.

She wasn’t ashamed of the drink she was having—she’d been hard at work scouring the Link for anything halfway relevant about the Conservators. She’d gotten a pretty good picture from hijacking Ursula, but Cordell wanted his “history person” on it. So, having sifted through amateur conspiracy theories for a few hours with no way to know what was real and what wasn’t, she deserved something stiff.

If Malik showed up, though, it’d be best if she could lie.

A familiar, repetitive thump issued from down the hallway, and Boots nearly dropped her whiskey—the bass drum from one of Nilah’s dance songs. Ever the perfectionist, Boots’s crewmate liked to practice to up-tempo music, but not usually in the middle of the night cycle. As quickly as it began, it stopped, so Boots went to investigate—once she’d filled her glass with a double. When she poked her head into the dim hallway outside the mess, she noticed the cargo bay door ajar, and a swaying blue light emanating from inside.

Nilah stood alone on the deck plates. Her dermaluxes glowed with soft, swimming pool light, the only bright feature in an otherwise gloomy cargo bay. Behind her, the Devil slept in its parking space, filling much of the area with its bulk.

She gestured, and the projection of a music player formed before her. She tapped the play button, and a mournful piano solo began to play over the ship’s speakers. Starting with her feet, the rhythm suffused her, and she leaned her head back to take it all in.

When the bass beat dropped, she exploded across the deck in a pinwheel of sunny flashes and leapt, body twisting in ways Boots couldn’t fathom. But she came down hard, and stumbled across the next few beats. Her momentum slowed, lagging behind the music, then she sat down on the floor, hugging her knees in close.

“Stop.” Her voice cracked as the music abruptly vanished.

Boots watched from the shadows, feeling more than a little guilty, as Nilah began to sob. Was she supposed to help or get the hell out of there? Her shoulders shook, and she struck Boots as unbearably small. Then Boots heard one of the cries, whispered and hoarse: “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so sorry.”

Aw, kid.

Boots was about to pretend that she’d only been passing by when Nilah climbed to her feet. It wasn’t the limber kip-up attack that Boots had seen dozens of times, but the exhausted rise of a weary veteran. Nilah straightened, threw her head back, and took a deep breath.

Something in the way she set her feet stayed Boots in the shadows of the hall.

Nilah once again gestured for the music player, and this time when she tapped it, she didn’t wait for the piano to take her. She danced, her syncopated moves snapping at the end with precise flicks of her hand. The music began to build toward the bass line, and with each beat, her forearms lit the bay in intensifying gold. There was something desperate in her expression, like she was fighting the inevitable gravity of grief, and Nilah closed her eyes for calm.

The bass line hit, and she flowed through a series of moves that ended in a kick-flip onto the low-profile roof of the Devil. Boots restrained a gasp as Nilah landed the maneuver and launched into a new routine of languid arm movements. Her hands seemed so slow and controlled, but whenever Nilah’s forearms flashed, Boots had to do a double take; it was like the fighter’s body was stuttering, always on the beat, but never where Boots thought it would be. Kicks and punches were conspicuously absent, and it took Boots a moment to realize that this time, she wasn’t fighting.

She was just dancing.

Nilah wound through the cargo bay as the song banged on in fortissimo glory: vaulting, spinning, juking past obstacles. She swung from the cargo winch before flying clear with the most marvelous double flip. Her expression went from grieving, to placid, to resolved, and there was a fire in each step she took, not of rage but of passion. Boots had never believed in stories of divine revenge, but Nilah was like some legendary warrior queen, anointed in this moment.

She glanced down at her glass, realizing she’d forgotten to take even a single sip. It’d probably be better in bed. Nilah didn’t need her in there yammering about feelings and grief and screwing up the high. Enjoying her first nip of whiskey, Boots turned to go.

Her heart almost exploded when she came face-to-face with Orna, looming like a vengeful spirit in the darkness.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to spy on Nilah! I just heard music and—”

“Gawk away,” said Orna, breaking character and cracking a mean smile. “She puts on a hell of a show in a fight.”

“That she does. I apologize for spying on your fiancée.”

“I’m wounded, Boots.”

“Wounded?”

“Wounded. You think I’m the jealous type?”

“You threatened to kill me the first time we met,” she replied. “You have a temper.”

Orna scoffed and smoothed down the sides of her black hair. “Jealousy is for losers that can’t keep a girl happy. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s date night, and we’re going to make custom grenades together.”







Chapter Sixteen

Homecoming
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The long spires of Gantry Station loomed large through the bridge windows, its spread of atriums woven across its five arms like spiderwebs. After spending time among the ultra-elites of the Masquerade and Prothero, the picturesque greenbelt of Taitu and the peaceful rolling hills of Hopper’s Hope, Boots finally realized just how crappy her old home on Gantry was.

The station had started out as a deep space waypoint for cargo pilots, and as the years went by, folks added more and more random modules to it. The resultant patchwork of hard struts and duraplast webbing gave it a syndactyly appearance.

Cordell puffed out his chest to address the crew. “Our target is”—he wrinkled his face like he’d just eaten a lemon—“is… this kid right here.”

Gasps went up among the crew as the projection of a young boy materialized in their midst. Boots had seen him before and could only describe him as exceedingly bored, with an excess of baby fat around his chin, leading to a too-skinny neck.

“Loy Vong, age eight,” said Malik. “He’s a Gantry Station native, born to Raty and Mansay Vong—a programmer and a civil maintenance tech, respectively. He’s an elementary school student with average grades and no criminal record. His glyph manifested at the normal age of three—the conductor’s mark, with little telekinetic aptitude. No financial records, either. It’s hard to imagine, but Miss Brio and Miss Elsworth have produced credible evidence that this boy knows the location of Origin.”

“At least he’ll be easy to snatch,” said Orna, chucking Nilah’s shoulder from behind.

Cordell sighed. “We’re not kidnapping a kid, Sokol.”

“Why not? I came to this boat in my teens. Need to start training my replacement.”

The captain straightened his cuffs. “You were the one with the bomb. I think you kidnapped us.”

“It’s important to remember,” said Boots. “This isn’t just some child we’re dealing with. He’s unimpressive on paper, but if we’re right, he contains the spirit of a several-millennia-old spy.”

“Is there anything odd about him?” asked Jeannie.

“He had a brother with Heartwood Syndrome,” said Nilah, rubbing her neck. Boots figured she was sore after flipping all over the cargo bay.

“It’s a progressive, terminal disease,” Nilah continued. “The brother killed himself after Loy was born.”

“How is that weird?” asked Jeannie.

“Based on what we know of Recursive Primacy,” said Boots, “there’s a chance that the dead brother was the original Conservator, then killed himself to take over Loy’s body and mind. We can’t be sure, though.”

“That’s dark,” said Aisha. “And purely speculation.”

“True,” said Boots, “but at least it sort of fits a pattern. The plan is that we catch him at his apartment—”

“His parents’ apartment,” corrected Orna with a wicked smirk.

Boots grimaced. “—and use the twins to extract what he knows. If his parents are there, we may have to subdue them.”

“To that end,” said Cordell, “you’re going to be as gentle as a summer rain. I don’t want a single news story saying we busted up in there and beat up a child. This will be one hundred percent by the book.”

Alister raised his hand. “Which book is that?”

Cordell looked at Boots. “Mister Ferrier didn’t have such a smart mouth before you got to him.”

“I’m wondering, though,” said Malik. “If he’s really able to reincarnate, why wouldn’t he just kill himself the second we show up? No risk that way.”

“Spies are trained to build networks,” said Jeannie. “It’d be a shame to sacrifice all of that time.”

Malik waved away Loy Vong’s image, and it was replaced by a block of apartments labeled MAISON NGUYEN. A data callout signaled the Vong domicile. “The strike team will consist of Miss Brio, the Ferriers, Miss Sokol, and Boots. You’re to approach during the night cycle and secure the apartment. Once you’ve gotten control of the situation, get the intel and sedate the Vongs. You will then proceed back to the ship via the following routes.”

The view zoomed out to encompass several blocks. A set of three lit pathways raced away from the apartments: the creatively named plan A, plan B, and plan C. Large sections of the colored lines began to flash, and a nearby tower pinged with a location pin labeled A. JAN.

“Given the elevation I can reach, and the quality of my rifle,” said Aisha, “I can provide overwatch during these portions of the escape. Just ping me, and I’ll see you on my scope.”

“So who’s going to be flying the ship?” asked Jeannie.

“Airspace is too tight to fly him anywhere except the docks,” said Cordell, patting the nearest console. “Mister Jan and I will run command from here. We can keep the big boy hot in case we need to beat feet.”

“But before we do any of that,” said Malik, “I want Miss Elsworth and the twins to reconnoiter the area. We need to know what the Vongs are like.”

Boots winced. “What? Why me?”

“You’ve got a certain… hard-boiled nature about you,” said Malik, smiling. “You mean to tell me in all your years of conning people, you never ran a tail?”

“He’s pulling your leg,” said Jeannie. “Captain Lamarr already spoke to us about it, and I’m leading that effort. We went to an espionage academy, remember? Just do what I say and we’ll stay out of sight.”

Alister made a strange face, like he’d forgotten to turn something off in his room, and Boots watched Jeannie wince. She wondered how often they talked about the hidden school.

“Given our recent discussions,” said Malik, giving Boots a meaningful look, “I felt it best if you accompanied the Ferriers.”

Alister shook it off. “The captain said you knew your way around—knew all the locals.”

“Last time I was here, half of these people wanted to punch me in the face,” Boots muttered. “Even if they like me, we’d be better off avoiding them.”

“I agree,” said Cordell, “but if you are spotted, it’s best that you have someone who knows how to navigate the scene. Missus Jan, transmit the counterfeit codes and take us in.”

A wave of nostalgia swept over Boots the second she felt Gantry Station’s too-crisp gravity. People said olfactory was the best mnemonic sense, but for Boots, it was vestibular. She never forgot the feeling of her adopted home. Orna came to her in the cargo bay, handing her a pair of Masquerade circlets and a ratty old rebreather.

“Two disguises and one old-fashioned mask,” said Orna. “You’ve got seniority, so you decide who gets what.” She held up the circlets. “These are both keyed to someone a bit younger…”

Boots took the sweat-stained rebreather and fitted it to her mouth; it was like shoving her face in someone’s old gym clothes. “Give them to the twins,” she mumbled through the polybuff mask.

The trio of them set out from the ship into the busy shipyards, and she kept having to do a double take at the pair. The circlets were keyed to look like women with bland, everyperson faces and mixed, unknown ethnicity. They’d be hard to describe to any authorities.

They hit the old thoroughfare in the low quarter, and Boots was overcome by how small it all seemed. When she’d lived there, it was overwhelming, anonymous—the sort of place someone could hide for a very long time. They reached the bazaar where she’d first run from Cordell, and it hadn’t changed at all—save one difference.

Arcan flags, just like the ones from her homeworld, flew from every other stall.

She spotted more visible signs of refugees in the crowds. Where once it had been a secret, almost a shame, people were open and proud about where they’d come from. In the park, bored parents and silent nanny bots watched children play, and Boots made out the purple-and-orange half-moon insignia on a young boy’s T-shirt.

What if it’d been this way when she was living here? What if she’d had community support and camaraderie during the darkest days of her life? What kind of person would she have become?

“Something off?” asked Alister, his altered voice a poor fit for his disguise.

“Progress.” Boots spared him a glance to find him inspecting his disguise. “And stop looking at your boobs. It’s telling.”

“Sorry,” he said, falling in step with her. “I like the energy of this place. It’s nice.”

“A couple of goons beat the hell out of me and took my paragon crystal in that alley,” said Boots. “They waited until I was drunk and really let me have it with some trip sticks. It’s a regular fairy tale up in here.”

She relaxed a bit when they’d made it out of the more familiar sections and into the tube transit. A few uneventful stops passed, then they emerged onto the surface to the delicious scents of sweet sauces, cilantro, and roasting meat. She knew her way around this part of the station, but she hadn’t spent much time near Maison Nguyen.

They found a corner to post up, far enough away from the apartments, and pretended to conduct some business among themselves, checking their devices every so often. Maison Nguyen wasn’t nice by any stretch, just a bunch of stone blocks and metal scaffold stairs. The Vongs couldn’t have been rich to live there.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” said Jeannie. “They shouldn’t have gotten home from work yet, but you never know.”

“Do you ever feel…” Alister began, nudging Boots. “Do you ever feel like we never left here?”

“What are you talking about?” Boots prayed it wasn’t another of his lapses as she muscled past an entourage of cackling merchants. Her train of thought was interrupted when she spotted the tiny figure of Loy Vong ambling along the sidewalk, sporting a pastel pink button-up and white knickers.

She surreptitiously pointed him out to her comrades. “Heads up. On our ninety.”

“I see him,” said Jeannie, huddling in close. “Don’t look directly at him. If you want to check his progress, find something nearby, but don’t make any kind of eye contact.”

“Well, aren’t you just a regular Sally Spy?” Boots swept her gaze over the scene to have a quick gander at him.

Loy stopped at the stairs to his apartment building and sat down, politely folding his hands across his lap. A gang of older boys were walking in his direction but crossed the street when they saw him. It was a sudden movement, almost inconsequential, but Boots saw an unmistakable caution in their eyes.

“What do you think that’s about?” Boots asked, watching the older boys’ quickened pace.

“I don’t know,” said Jeannie, “but I’ve got a few argents, and I bet they’d be willing to talk about it. I’ll update you on the comm after I buy them some sweets.”

“Stay safe,” said Boots. “Al, you want to go with her?”

The twins shared a meaningful look as he considered it. He didn’t usually run off without Jeannie, especially not on away missions. But he said he’d stay with Boots, and they arranged a rendezvous in an hour.

“We need to take a walk,” said Alister. “Let’s hit that food kiosk over there. Got some tables under those trees, and the leaf patterns will confuse our target’s long-distance vision. Makes us hard to ID.”

“Neat,” said Boots. “When you learned that, was it in a classroom, or…”

“They woke me up one night and asked me to find Professor… Damn, why can’t I remember her name?” He made a pained face.

Boots swallowed a lump. What if that was the woman Jeannie had been talking about? The man was already unstable, and she’d just taken a chance on setting him off.

“Anyway,” said Alister. “I had to find her, but she couldn’t notice me following her. Her movements were the key to a puzzle they gave me to solve—a differential crypto with a floating-burr tumbler, I think. They used to give me these black box contraptions, and I had to figure out what apparatus was inside.”

“Or a mechanist could just touch it and be done in two seconds.”

“Sure, but I think it was to stimulate our minds, not teach us to pick ancient locks. Critical thinking. Analytical strats. All that stuff. Sometimes, there’d be rewards inside: rare chocolates, pharmaceuticals, keys to even more valuable puzzles.”

They reached the kiosk and grabbed a late lunch: charbroiled pork sandwiches on pan-seared noodle rolls. The Capricious always had a well-stocked larder, but Boots missed the variety of Gantry. When she’d lived there, she never had to eat the same food twice in a row.

“Sometimes, it’s nice not to have Nilah guilting me,” said Boots, unwrapping her meaty sandwich and pulling down her rebreather to take a bite.

“She never guilts anyone,” said Alister.

“Okay, so it’s more of a personal problem, but still,” said Boots. “Don’t you feel a little bad eating meat in front of her?”

“Not really,” said Alister, sitting down to tuck into his meal. He looked around at the passersby as he chewed. “Do you ever wish we were regular famous? I bet I’d have a girlfriend if we weren’t always fugitives.”

Boots finished chewing. “You could probably pick up someone with your fame right now. And when you were done with your fun, she’d sell you out for a boatload of argents, or you could tearfully leave her to go back to the ship.”

He grimaced. “What do you think the captain does for companionship?”

“I don’t know and I don’t want to. Last thing I want to think about is Cordell Lamarr.”

“I’ve never had a girlfriend,” he said, his gaze drifting away. “I think I haven’t, anyway, which is weird, because…”

Boots frowned. “There’s more to that sentence, right?”

“I… I don’t know. I just can’t shake the feeling that’s weird.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You feeling okay, bud?”

Boots waited a beat, then turned to watch a pair of adults approach Loy, stop, and wait patiently. They remained stock-still before him, like a couple of supplicants awaiting the pronouncement of a high court. Over years of research, Boots had been exposed to a lot of cultural rituals, but she’d never seen that sort of behavior from parents.

“What the hell?” she muttered as each parent mechanically took one of Loy’s hands and escorted him up the stairs. She followed their progress until they entered apartment 1102.

“Call me crazy,” said Alister, and Boots wanted very much to comply, “but that was weird, right? I never had parents, but—”

“No, it was weird.” She took another bite, crunching through the roll to the sweetened pork underneath. “No idea what they’re going to make of this back on the ship.”

A burly youth plopped down two tables away, and Boots recognized something in his posture. She had the distinct impression of bottles and hangovers when she remembered who he was. He looked up from his lunch, making solid eye contact with her.

“Boots?” asked Garda—half of the father-and-son duo that ran her favorite bar back in the day.

She tried to look away and tug up her rebreather, knowing full well that it was too late. Alister tensed at the mention of her name, and Boots gave him a panicked look.

“By god, it is you!” he said, standing and carrying his food to her table. “What have you been up to?”

Boots froze. “I, uh…”

“We’re on a secret mission,” said Alister, his feminine features brightening as he sat up straighter.

Boots’s stomach lurched with the line, and Garda smiled, nonplussed.

“A new series on the Link.” Alister fully inhabited his disguise, taking on a bubbly air that made him far less creepy than usual. “It’s all very hush-hush, you know. Biopic stuff, following the crew. We’re looking to set the record straight for all of those doubting fools.”

“Ugh! I’ve seen them around,” said Garda. “A couple of weirdos showed up to vandalize your old apartment and one of them got shot.”

Boots wiped her fingers on her napkin and set it aside. “There’s a sentiment I can appreciate. Shot my fair share, myself. Listen, Garda, you can’t tell anyone you saw me.”

“Because of your series?”

She forced a nod. “Y-yes. Also, I’ve got a lot of important people who’d like to murder me, so—”

“Yeah, but you took care of it,” he interrupted midchew, a fleck of noodle jumping out to land in his stubble. “We ought to get the gang back together. Throw a party in the bazaar for the homecoming queen.”

Alister laid a hand over his. “Mister…”

“Walsh,” said Garda.

“Mister Walsh, we’re not going to be on station long enough to be entertained. Miss Elsworth has a lot on her plate, so we need to just shoot this and get out.” Alister shook his head at Garda, adding, “We’ve got a full docket, but I wonder if you’d be willing to give us an interview. Just you. If we make a big thing out of it, it’ll be unmanageable.”

He laughed. “Oh, yeah! Totally! Boots was always my favorite customer.”

That was almost certainly a lie. Even though he’d once rumbled with Cordell and Orna on her behalf, he’d always complained about her cheap taste and skinflint tips.

“Great!” said Alister. “Well, I hate to kick you out, but Miss Elsworth and I have a lot to discuss, so…”

Garda shook his head vigorously and took his food back to his table. After a minute of awkwardly trying to figure out how he was going to eat in Boots’s presence, he gave them a polite smile and departed.

“Pretty slick,” said Boots. “Giving him a reason to keep quiet.”

“An appeal to vanity works better than any threat,” said Alister.

“Pensive,” said Jeannie over the comm. “Spyglass here. I think we can safely say Loy is our boy.”

“Agreed,” said Boots, tapping her comm. “Let’s head back.”

They picked up Jeannie and wound their way through the streets, Boots glancing over her shoulder with each passing second. She’d already risked too much exposure with Garda, and she wasn’t eager to make contact with anyone else from the old days. She tensed when they made it to the bazaar, tugging her rebreather a little tighter.

“There she is!” called a man’s voice behind her. “Boots Elsworth, you’re not going anywhere.”

She gripped her slinger and turned to find Silas, a sly, broken smile crossing his face. He was holding a tray, and Boots could just make out a vending-machine cake with the words BEST WE COULD DO ON SHORT NOTICE robotically scrawled across it in icing.

“Sorry!” said Garda. “I don’t care if you interview me. I just want you to see your people!”

Silas nodded sagely. “Now get your ass to the Watch. It’s a party, and we’re not taking no for an answer.”

“This is, without a doubt, the least cool thing we have ever done,” Orna said to Boots, fiddling with the half-moon lapel pin Silas had forced on her.

“Be nice,” whispered Boots.

“I’d rather be shot. You owe me for getting spotted.”

Silas, Garda, and about fifty of their closest friends had insisted they come to the Widow’s Watch—a bar synonymous with beaten Arcan refugees for most of the locals. It was where forgotten Arcan soldiers came to wipe away their memories of the dead, and for her tenure on Gantry Station, Boots had hated the place. It seemed like another lifetime that she’d been in there, pumping Silas for information about Mother. At the time, Boots would’ve been hard-pressed to decide whether the watering hole was more like a sepulcher or a trash heap.

It’d changed a lot in her absence: the metal bits gleamed; the wood was polished to a wet shine. Back in the day, he’d had four taps—one for water, three standard-issue megacorporate lagers—and a few bottles of rotgut. Now, there were hundreds of exciting beverages to try, and the taps jutted from the wall like a battalion at attention. Three colors dominated the space: brass for opulence, purple for Arca, and a lacy black wallpaper to give the Widow’s Watch a funerary flair.

Back when the party started, Jeannie and Alister had returned to the ship to relay their intel and sent Orna over for guard duty. Upon her arrival, the quartermaster was instantly accepted as one of their own and captured by the revelers.

“I brought you this,” said Orna, handing over Boots’s RVC jacket, complete with damaged elbow. “Seemed like the right occasion.”

“I can’t be seen in this!” Boots replied. “What if Jack Rook sees the scuff?”

“Jack Rook isn’t going to be here.” The quartermaster, by contrast, sported a jet-black Camden Cross suit that showed off her lanky silhouette. It was like sitting beside a rock star, which only made Boots more self-conscious.

“People have imagers, Orna.”

“You need to calm down about the jacket.”

Boots scoffed and sipped her beer. “What would you do if I put a dent on Charger?”

“I’d put a dent in your skull.”

They’d just completed their third howling pub rendition of “The Golden Hills of Arca” and their tenth round of shots. Silas was a generous host, cutting into his best stores and sloshing them around the bar like he did that every day.

They’d made Boots sit beneath her portrait, and the attention was nauseating.

Despite her annoyance, the regulars at the Watch were looking better than ever—properly groomed, in clean clothes, lacking the dark circles under their eyes. Boots recalled old soldiers drugging themselves to death in the back, but the energy was different now. These looked like people with a purpose. When she’d mentioned it to Silas, he’d said something about the veterans’ fund and outreach programs really helping.

“Have we heard from the captain yet?” Boots asked Orna, pushing away her shot glass, only to have it refilled and shoved back toward her like a bounce ball. For the first time in her life, she paced herself.

Orna leaned in close. “Last I heard, the mission is still a go, so keep your head screwed on straight.”

Boots laid her fingers to her chest. “Who, me?”

“I’ve seen your benders. Just make sure they have some liquor left at the end of the night.”

Drunken revelers began to line up.

“Look, I don’t want to be here any more than you—” Boots paused as a woman stumbled over to her. “Hi, Susan, yes, it’s great to see you, too! Make sure more booze gets to your mouth than your clothes—” Then she whispered to Orna, “I don’t want to be here any more than you do, but why not postpone the gig?”

Orna gave her a bitter smile, raising her glass so that no one could see her lips. “You drew too much attention, so we need to act now… Which is why you’re on command center support.”

“What?”

“Blow your cover, get scrubbed. Look at the plus side.”

“Which is?”

Orna shrugged. “Every one of these fools are packing. I’d love to see someone try to take you out in here.”

Another pair of drunks, an elderly woman and a rosy-cheeked gent, sloshed to the front of Boots’s receiving line, arms around each other with goofy grins on their faces.

“I’ve got to hand it to you, Elsworth,” said the woman, “you’re… like… an example to dull-fingers.”

The pleasant fog disappeared from Boots’s head as she sized the lady up. “Excuse me?”

“A lot…” slurred the woman, “a lot of your types are always saying they can’t get work, but you’re out there saving the galaxy. You’re one of the good ones.”

Before Boots could say another word, eight patrons descended on the pair, yelling and spitting, then promptly showed them the door.

“I’m sorry, Boots,” said Silas, sauntering over with a full pint in his hand. He set it down, splashing the booth with foamy amber. “No accounting for the clientele around here.”

“May I always be your worst,” said Boots, clinking her glass against his. “Some party.”

Silas’s breath could still kill a person at ten paces. “Had to celebrate with the real deal Boots Elsworth, har! Besides, I had a part in saving the galaxy, too, so this is just as much for me.”

“This’ll be good.”

“I did!” Silas protested. “I told Cordell where you was hiding, so in a lot of ways, I got you two back together.”

“Oh, my god, shut up, Si.”

“Another job well done, I say,” he sang to himself before downing his pint in five huge gulps.

The night wore on, and despite Boots’s hope, more people showed up instead of trickling away. Alcohol poured like waterfalls. Folks made salutes and toasts, compelling Boots to drink for fear of dishonoring the dead. She was entirely sloshed when the video of Bastion came across the news projectors in the corner.

Boots squinted at it, trying to make it some hallucination brought on by the booze, but the blurry stars resolved into the swept lines of Henrick Witts’s battle station. Ships burned in the atmosphere of—what world was that? Pictures of Bastion should’ve been classified, so for them to be broadcast to the public would—

Her mind assembled a hundred reasons why she couldn’t be looking at video of Bastion in the skies over Aior on Taitu. The wreckage of a hundred warships streaked across the stratosphere, trails glowing molten silver as the sunrise crested the horizon.

“Hey!” A man across the bar frantically pointed to the news projection, and cacophony of voices vanished. All patrons turned to watch, not a soul daring to speak.

“What am I seeing?” asked Boots, speech slurring.

“Dominance,” said Orna, eyes fluttering. She looked as though she’d be sick. “This is Henrick Witts proving to everyone that he doesn’t have to hide anymore.”

Boots washed down her growing nausea with a hefty shot. Seeing Bastion pointed directly at Aior conjured the destruction of her own home to her mind. “What are we going to do, Orna? How are we supposed to fix it when he’s holding all the cards?”

“We’re going to work. You want to work, yeah?”

Boots bobbed her head drunkenly yes.

“We’re leaving!” Orna stood and shouted to all assembled, “Thank you all, but as you can see, we’ve got business to attend to.” She raised her fist. “Arca forever, now get the hell out of our way!”

The roar of the crowd nearly knocked Boots from her chair. They stood and made their way through the streets, followed to the subway station by the revelers. At Orna’s urging, the group deposited the pair among a confused group of evening commuters and left them alone. From there back to the ship was smooth sailing.

“Oh, my god…” said Cordell upon seeing her bleary eyes. “Boots, we’re supposed to be—”

“I’m good, Cap,” she said, slow-blinking as she settled down into a chair near the main projector. “Just need some coffee is all. Flown drunker than this.”

“Is that supposed to inspire confidence, Elsworth? Sokol, get suited up and get to the rendezvous. The twins are waiting.” And as Orna left, he added, “Mister Jan, can you please do something about Boots?”

The first mate went to the cycler and printed out a large bucket, then set it before her.

“Not sick yet, friendo,” said Boots, fearing what might happen later.

“Oh, you will be,” said Malik, tracing a glyph. “I’m going to straighten out your cognition and ramp your metabolism. The effect is… disorienting.”

“What did I do to deserve that?” She smiled up at him as the rest of her conversational ability floated free of her skull.

Malik held the spell for a moment, his expression one of disappointment. “Don’t ever attempt to do your job drunk again on my watch.”

A rush of awareness entered her as he touched her with his smoky purple spell, and instead of a fun, peaceful swimming, the world began to list and tilt with her inebriation. She turned and spewed a generous helping of bar food into the bucket as cold sweat beaded up on the back of her neck. Malik patted her back as she loosed more vomit.

“Disgusting,” said Cordell. “Your conduct, that is. Going to talk about the stench later.”

“Got to pee,” groaned Boots, slouching away for the head and tugging her sick bucket with her.

By the time she returned, her body ached all over, and her right eye felt like there was an ice pick lodged in it, but she was tragically aware of her surroundings.

“I hope you had fun, because you are manually swabbing the bridge tomorrow,” said Cordell.

She was about to protest that she hadn’t missed the bucket at all, but she knew that wasn’t the point. “Fine. You saw the news about Taitu?”

“Yeah,” he replied, “and the sooner we get the Wellspring, the better our chances are. What’s the status of the hunting party?”

“All green,” said Malik, tapping his console. Maison Nguyen appeared in their midst, along with a set of location markers for Nilah, Orna, and the twins. “Hunter Team, this is Sleepy. Confirm mission ready.”

The ground team acknowledged, and Boots nodded, sliding on her comm. “What are the odds this is a red herring?”

Cordell seated a toothpick in between his lips, chewing the tip. “That intel Jeannie brought back? No one knows what Loy Vong’s deal is, but the other local kids are all scared of him. Certifiable creep.”

“Maybe he’s just maladjusted?” asked Boots.

“Only one way to find out,” said Cordell. “Hunters, execute mission.”

“We’re outside,” said Nilah. “About to move in.”

“I know your minds are all on what’s happening on Taitu, but you’ve got to hold steady and get this intel,” said Cordell. “Don’t make a fatal mistake because you’re not in the moment.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nilah.

The prosthetic leg had served Nilah through her dance routines, so she had high hopes for the mission. Malik had scored it for her while the others were partying, and Nilah had gotten just enough time to drop some of Teacup’s spare actuators in for extra kick. These made one of her legs hilariously thicker than the other, about to split the fabric of her pants.

Orna, Jeannie, Alister, and Nilah climbed the stairs of Maison Nguyen, one torturous floor at a time, and somehow, a robot leg didn’t help it go any faster. They wanted to take the elevator, but jumping into an enclosed space during a mission was usually a no-no. By the time they reached the eleventh floor, everyone bore a thin sheen of sweat.

“Wish we could’ve brought Teacup,” said Nilah.

“Yeah, nothing says stealth like a white-and-gold battle armor,” said Alister, and she gave him a poisonous look. After a while, he added, “It’s not like Charger is any better.”

“Hush. No shots unless I say so,” said Orna, handing out trip sticks. “We don’t know if there are detectors in this part of town.”

Nilah checked the charge on hers, making sure the twins did the same, and they proceeded down the landing. They clustered around the entry, the only sounds the mournful honks of distant traffic.

Orna held up a hand and signaled for Nilah to break the lock, readying her slinger.

Tracing her glyph, Nilah touched the lock and connected to building access. Security was light, and she was through in seconds. She pressed the palm plate, and it chimed entirely too loudly as it lit green.

Surprise blown. Nothing to do but open the door, then.

She pushed, and it gave under her weight, clicking as the catch came loose. It’d opened just enough to see the mounted slinger inside when Orna shoved her to the ground. Hot shrapnel bounced off Nilah’s back as a pair of scattershot rounds blasted through the remains of the door.

“We’re made!” said Orna, tossing a flare grenade inside. “Flash out!”

Nilah covered her eyes until she heard the bang, then bolted to her feet and rushed into the room, arms strobing as bright as they’d go. What she saw inside made no sense—sparse furnishings with no adornment under blank white walls. The paint was sun-faded where pictures had once hung, and a hypnotic, colorful projection illuminated one side of the room. Two silhouettes sat before it, and Nilah screamed for them to get down. They didn’t listen.

The passing lights of the projector shone upon the blank, smiling faces of Raty and Mansay Vong, and a chill ran up Nilah’s spine.

She turned just in time to see Loy Vong poke his head out of his bedroom door and level a too-large slinger rifle in her direction. The volley of flame bolts flew wide as she rolled away, and to Nilah’s horror, they struck Mansay about the neck and shoulders. The man’s head lolled with the impact, and he slumped forward, brain case smoking.

Not willing to risk another casualty, Nilah leapt the couch and dragged Raty to the floor, shielding her with her own body. Loy impassively held down the trigger until the clip ran dry, then ducked back into an adjacent room.

“Little bastard!” barked Orna. She leveled her double-barreled slinger and blasted her way into Loy’s room, powdering the drywall.

On the other side was a plain room with a simple cot and a few pieces of cheap furniture—with a yawing opening into a deep, rocky chasm. Otherworldly sunlight spilled into the apartment, along with the scent of fresh mountain air.

Nilah staggered back, struggling to understand what she was seeing. Chunks of the apartment cracked loose underfoot, tumbling into the widening portal and dashing upon the rocks below. He’d opened a doorway, but to where?

Clouds rolled past the jagged hole in the floor, obscuring fractured granite, moss, and ferns a hundred meters below. Wind whipped Nilah’s hair, and she had to squint against the sunlight after being outside in Gantry’s night cycle.

Orna cried out as her footing gave way, and she slid toward the open portal, catching herself on a jagged board. Rivulets of blood ran from her sliced-up hand, and the quartermaster gritted her teeth, trying to pull herself up.

The little boy stood to one side, eyes aglow, fingers flicking as he began to trace another glyph. If Nilah didn’t do something, he’d find a way to knock Orna loose. She charged and leapt the wide gap, slamming into Loy full-force on the far side. His glyph popped with the impact, but he remained conscious. After a snarl and a lightning-quick snap of his fist, he smacked Nilah in the throat. Her windpipe closed, and she staggered away, choking in shock.

She’d expected him to run, but the small child struck a fighting pose and attacked.

Her long-held combat certainties became shoulds and shouldn’ts. She should’ve opened the gap instead of standing her ground. She should’ve watched her footing more closely. He shouldn’t have dodged her opening kick, or blocked her hook, or punched her right in the jaw with a shockingly hard set of bony kid knuckles.

The world jerked to the left as the blow landed, stealing her equilibrium and blurring her vision. Before she could recover, he was on her again, a dervish of punishing hands and feet, pressing his advantage.

So she took a big step back.

Into the chasm.

Orna’s hand wrapped around Nilah’s arm as she fell, and both women screamed.

“I’ve got you!” grunted Orna as they swung down into the abyss, only anchored by her wounded hand.

Nilah looked up to see a small patch of bedroom ceiling hanging over them, the entrance to her universe. Then Loy walked to the edge of the portal and snapped it shut, severing Orna’s handhold, along with her fingers.

In her racing days, she’d only had one truly embarrassing habit: one thing that ever made her the butt of many jokes. Whenever she lost control, and she saw a hungry wall looking to crush her chassis and end her race, she always said the same thing:

“Bollocks.”

Nilah squeezed her eyes shut and hugged Orna close, and her fiancée returned the embrace while they plummeted through an open sky.

At least it was quick, Nilah thought, the second before she hit the rocks.







Chapter Seventeen

Darkness
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The sound of slinger fire ripped through the fog of definitely-being-torn-apart-on-a-jagged-rock-face, and Nilah jolted. Every nerve in her body should’ve been pulped. She should’ve been in shock. Was life so unfair that she’d have to experience her final moments as an exceptionally mangled pile of meat?

The shots came again, and her head pounded. She tasted blood.

“He’s getting away!” shouted Jeannie.

Nilah blinked sticky eyes to bring light, then shapes, then the details of the Vongs’ apartment into focus. The floury taste of acoustic wall dust choked her, and she coughed one short puff back into the air. Mansay and Raty remained on the couch, fully intact, though their eyes were glazed over. There was a gaping hole in the bedroom wall where Orna had shot it with a knock round, but no portal to another world.

“An illusion?” Nilah asked no one in particular.

She sat up on her elbows and found Alister and Orna lying on the ground. The quartermaster twitched tearfully, teeth bared in grief, and Alister looked positively relieved. She crawled over and shook them, and they both jerked awake. Before Nilah could say anything, Orna wrapped her arms around her neck and wrenched her down for a close embrace.

“I dreamed I’d lost you,” she spoke into Nilah’s ear, voice shaking, then pushed her away, hardening into her professional demeanor.

Nilah had thought Alister fared better, given his placid expression, but when she rose to help him, she found him distraught, one hand over his heart. He pulled away his bare fingers as though inspecting them for blood.

“You okay? What’s wrong?” Nilah asked, helping him up.

“Thought my time was up, is all,” he said, trying to smile through clear disappointment.

Nilah gave his shoulder a squeeze. “We’re going to talk about this, Alister. Soon. You good for now?”

He nodded and swallowed as Jeannie came rushing back into the room, smoking slinger in her hand.

“He slipped out the back!” she huffed. “They were illusions. Get up! This way!”

They raced through the apartments to a bathroom, where a window hung open. The black rungs of a fire escape handrail striped the night sky beyond, and Nilah took a quick look out to see what lay below. She’d barely spotted Loy reaching the ground floor when he turned on her, slinger ready. Bolts of fire shattered the window around Nilah, and she ducked back inside, covering her face to avoid the glass.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” she said as Orna brushed shards out of her hair.

“Sorry,” she replied, her grin a little haunted. “Just very protective right now.”

“Spyglass, why didn’t the illusions get you?” Nilah asked, wanting to confirm that her recent miraculous escape wasn’t also an illusion.

“He touched you,” said Jeannie. “Just ran into the middle of you three and you started acting weird.”

“That’s how he made me hallucinate?” asked Nilah, rubbing her jaw. “Does that mean he didn’t really hit me?”

“He socked you twice, right in the mouth—”

Nilah nodded. “Okay.”

Jeannie continued, “After landing a touch in hand-to-hand combat.”

“Yep. Got it. Thank you, Spyglass,” said Nilah, cautiously peering around the corner. Loy’s silhouette pounded up the avenue toward a parking locker, short body drawing a long shadow in the streetlight. He was too far to take a decent shot with a pistol, so she chanced it and climbed out onto the fire escape.

A quick pass over the scene revealed a box of descenders, and Nilah wrenched it open; there were a dozen discs inside, to her delight. When she hit the test button, however, she found them all quite expired.

She turned to face the group, handing out discs to the other three. “How much do we want to gamble, darlings?”

“None of the active ingredients technically expire.” Orna stepped up to the railing with one in hand. “Just the additives. Who cares about a little perfume when we land?”

Nilah’s racing career had been a master class in engineering and chemistry, composites and arcane theory, and she knew Orna was right. Descenders couldn’t “technically” expire, and surely that was good enough.

“All right,” said Nilah. “Let’s catch this little tosser.”

They leapt, and as the phantoplasm enveloped Nilah, she came to understand the precise function of the spoiled ingredients inside the discs. Raw phantoplasm was a bit like rotting meat sprayed with boiling bleach vapor, or perhaps marpo gray water. It slopped through her hair, over her sleeves, and up her nose. Nilah’s protective cocoon rolled to a stop and when it burst open, its gelatinous material was decidedly more mucosal in its fetid state. What should have dissolved in seconds suctioned to her face, and Nilah had to claw the gooey strands free to gasp for air.

The crew shakily got to their feet, dripping with ichor and gagging. When Orna finally got control of her voice, she croaked, “Okay. We will always pack our own descenders from now on.”

“We’ve got to go,” said Nilah. “Those slinger shots will trigger the station sensors.”

The sprint choked them, but with each step, the breeze carried away a bit of the horrifying stench. Loy had already disappeared inside the structure, but it was an elevator storage-type with only one entrance or exit.

There were a hundred paces to go, and no one had emerged through the front gate. Maybe it was a feint—after all, Loy was barely four feet tall. How would he even reach the pedals?

As if in answer, the entrance to the parking locker rumbled open, and a red motorcycle came streaking out before darting up the road.

“Are you sodding serious?” Nilah shouted after him.

Alister raised his slinger and fired a few overloader rounds, hoping to stun their target.

“Stop!” commanded Orna, halting his volley. “You’ll kill him if he falls off!”

The quartermaster yanked a dart pistol out of her hip holster and took aim, sinking one into the back plate of the bike. “We’re tracking him! Hunter Two, get us a ride.”

There wouldn’t be time to hack something out of the parking locker. Nilah spun in place, looking over the various cars parked along the avenue: a beat-up Duster Cavalry, a Boggart hatchback, and two closed-down food trucks—none of which could keep up with Loy’s motorcycle without some seriously destructive tuning.

“The hamburger truck,” Nilah called out, racing to the driver’s-side door and tracing her glyph. Network security was a joke, and soon, Meaty Pete’s Burgers & Eats eagerly rumbled to life beneath her touch. Everyone jumped aboard, and after a split second to master the controls, they took off at a rate of at least ten kilometers per hour.

“Wow. This is really something,” said Orna, folding her hands behind her head and relaxing in the passenger seat.

Jeannie and Alister braced themselves in the rear galley, until they realized that the car would not be going fast. They visibly relaxed under the weight of their own disappointment.

“Everybody ready back there?” Nilah called back.

“Hard not to be ready at this speed,” said Alister.

Nilah’s magic threaded through the fuel air regulator and down into its computer core, adjusting the settings to prize explosive power over endurance. With a grinding squeal, the food truck lurched under them, throwing Jeannie and Alister to the deck. Nilah grinned, savoring her adjustments to the engine timing, gear length, and anything else into which she could get her mechanist’s magic. The truck went banging up the street at an unnatural pace, crying the entire time. Pots shook loose from mounting hooks, clattering down on the Ferriers’ heads.

“I wasn’t ready!” said Alister as she took a turn hard enough to roll him across the floor into another cabinet. “There aren’t any harnesses back here!”

Orna traced her glyph to connect with the vehicle, and Nilah felt her potent presence surge onto the food truck’s local systems alongside her. “You’re going to burn up the engine!”

“It’ll last two minutes,” said Nilah, torn between adjusting the hardware and watching the road. “We just need two minutes.”

They were coming up fast on a T intersection, and Orna called for a right turn, reading the tracker dart signature on her wrist panel. Brake too hard, and they’d lose momentum in an already sluggish vehicle. Too soft, and they’d go careening into the front of an apartment complex.

“Hang on!” she said, yanking the steering wheel to the right.

When a race car driver takes a turn, they take it at the maximum possible speed, allowing for the camber of the track, the width of the tires, the engine mode, downforce, tarmac composition, and even the wetness of a curb after a gentle rain. Nilah knew basically nothing about this turn, so she winged it.

As she rounded the corner, everyone had the exciting experience of being in a forty-five-degree-angle mobile restaurant, which could’ve added a bit of haute cuisine under the right circumstances. The graceful rising of one side of the car had been easy, but landing on its worn shocks was a different story. Cacophonous steel crushed their eardrums as pots, pans, condiments, and cutlery came pouring out of every compartment.

“Uh, Hunter Two,” said Alister, “this thing is going to be a meat grinder if you roll it.”

“He means keep your tires on the ground!” said Jeannie.

“I. Am. Trying. Thanks,” said Nilah, straining her magic to keep the gearbox from flying apart. Food trucks were designed for torque, not speed, and it wasn’t supposed to be redlining for so long. The computer whined an error:
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What was the ignition point of lubricant again? For that matter, how recently had the truck been serviced? A new performance engine seized up around four hundred degrees.

“We’ve got three minutes in this thing, tops!” she called to all present.

Orna tapped her comm. “Boss, Loy Vong is fleeing close to Route Plan A. I sent you the tracker ID. Do we have overwatch?”

“Negative, Hunter One,” said Cordell. “Team, you are leaving the mission area, and we won’t be able to support you. Proceed at your discretion.”

“We can’t let him go to ground, Boss. We’re not going to surprise him again,” said Orna, before tapping Nilah’s shoulder. “Take the highway, Hunter Two. Half a klick.”

A sign whizzed by: DRONE ROAD—ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK.

“The drone road?” Nilah asked.

“That’s the one,” said Orna. “This should be fun.”

“Good hunting,” said Malik. “We’re counting on you.”

They scraped up the on-ramp like a bobsled before swerving onto GIM-1, Gantry’s bustling shipping highway. Gargantuan, autonomous trailers swished along the lanes from the planetwise docks to the starside ports like intermodal fish returning to their feeding grounds. Each boxy, brown vehicle was a basic corrugated shipping container atop a drone flatbed—no cab, no driver, nothing but a computerized rectangle on wheels. They smoothly parted so the food truck could enter the lane, then closed ranks around it, leaving very little space.

“Bloody computers think they own the road!” said Nilah, wincing when it looked like one might drift into them, only for it to merge lanes at the last second.

“They do own this road,” said Orna. “Ahead there!” She pointed to the flash of a red motorcycle in the herd.

The trailers soon merged to fill the gaps, cutting off Nilah’s view of Loy. “Move, you manky bastards!”

“Hunters, it looks like you’re on the Big Jam,” Boots’s sickly voice came over the comm; the liquor hadn’t treated her well. “I used to ride that route sometimes. Those transports will move for cars. Just, like… act like you’re going to ram them.”

“Are you sure?” Nilah asked, checking the engine temp: two forty-five. Her estimates had been way too generous to the vehicle. “Why do you call it the Big Jam?”

“Because if you wreck on that road, it jams up for the next six hours,” said Boots. “Also, those autonomous containers take a lot of time to stop, so you’ll be ground to jam. It’s very… very accurate.”

“What if someone ahead of us wrecks?” asked Nilah.

“Pray they don’t,” said Boots.

“He’s getting away,” said Orna. “I say we punch it and hope they move.”

Nilah nodded. The food truck’s engine whined like it was begging for death when she wrung the remaining speed out of it with all the magic she could muster. Her tires squeaked as she lurched forward, and the autonomous container freighters parted. The hood of the car began to glow faintly red, and a death rattle developed, but they inched toward Loy, pushing past one car at a time. Nilah checked her readouts.

>>TRANSMISSION DT OVERTEMP: 294 C

Suffused with magic, the truck spoke to her of every wound: metal-fatigued axles, corroded, gritty gearbox, stripped wires, broken bolts. It jerked underneath her like a panicked horse, and she feared her estimate would be bang-on. If they suddenly halted, it wouldn’t be pretty.

“We’ve got to change cars!” she called to those in the back.

The twins both protested, but Orna unbuckled and slipped into the kitchen.

Temperature: two ninety-six.

“Twenty seconds, babes!” said Nilah, glancing back to see Orna yanking the food service shutter open. At least it left a nice, wide hole in the side of the truck for egress. It couldn’t have been more than a meter to the autonomous container traveling alongside them—though the container was a bit taller than their food truck window, with no handholds on its sides.

“What are you going to do?” said Orna.

Nilah gritted her teeth as she watched the thermostat climb higher. “Pray the autopilot works! Go, go!”

She kept her eyes on the road, maintaining a precise distance to her neighboring vehicle so the other three could clamber across.

Two ninety-nine. Surely it won’t blow up at precisely three hundred degrees, she thought, heart in her throat while Orna crossed.

“Okay! We’re clear!” said Orna. “Get over here!”

“All right,” said Nilah, keying the autopilot.

The truck lurched ominously. Without her direct control, the engine’s limiters wanted to switch off for safety—and they wouldn’t take no for an answer. Nilah ripped the computer’s code open and replaced its brains with one command: “Floor it.” There wasn’t time to program steering.

She glanced behind her at the path she’d have to take. Pots, pans, and loose cutlery littered the floor, along with some spilled cooking oil for added fun. It’d be a hell of a jump. She checked her temp once more to see how much time she had to plan her escape.

Three hundred fifty-four and climbing. Runaway reaction.

“Bloody hell!” she cried, ripping off her seat belt and scrambling through the galley. Cooking utensils nipped at her shins as she kicked them out of the way, bound for the wide food service window to her salvation. Her foot splashed through a puddle of oil as the floor bucked. If Nilah tried to launch herself across, she’d slip down for sure. Orna stood ready to catch her, just out of reach.

Then she spied the locking handle at the top of the food service shutter and knew what she had to do.

Nilah backed up against the wall and got as much forward momentum as she could. A short leap, and she grabbed the handle of the shutter, tucking her legs and swinging through the window.

Wind and tarmac rushed beneath her as she left the confines of the vehicle, going parallel with the roadway outside. She kicked out toward Orna, letting go of the food truck, along with any sense of control. Whatever happened now, it was out of her hands.

“Gotcha!” Orna shouted, wrapping Nilah’s legs in a tight grip.

They both went sliding toward the edge, and she found herself dangling by her ankles, back against the corrugated siding. The food truck’s hood shattered, bits of engine blasting free in smoky comets. The container behind the truck smashed into it full speed, superior tonnage crushing the smaller vehicle. Debris went flying in every direction as the wreckage tumbled, and Nilah squeaked in surprise as a chef’s knife slammed into the metal by her head, wobbling with a sound like a woodpecker.

The other three hoisted her up, and they all caught their breaths on the roof of the container for a moment. Nilah pushed to her feet and surveyed the obstacles ahead; a half dozen containers stood between her and her target, gently swaying relative to one another. Behind them, the Big Jam was living up to its name as shipping containers rolled, spilling everything from eidolon cores to cheap duraplast dolls.

Their trailer had made it through the hubbub unmolested and accelerated to join the pack and reduce drag. The other containers clustered up around them, dutifully filling the spaces of their fallen comrades for maximum aerodynamic efficiency.

“Whoa!” said Cordell over the comm. “We’re getting a ton of police alerts! What did you do?”

“Caused a bit of a smash-up, Boss,” said Nilah. “Maybe a, uh, maybe a big one.”

“That’s the Big Jam for you!” came Boots’s voice in the background.

“Damn. We’ll transmit our Compass credentials and tell them to steer clear for now,” he said. “Maybe that’ll work.”

“Wait,” said Jeannie. “Those are probably compromised!”

“They definitely are,” said Alister.

“We need to buy you ten minutes, not run a month-long surveillance op,” said Cordell. “Get that intel from Vong so we can jet.”

Nilah cast her glyph and touched the container, hoping to interface with the trailer below, but there was no direct connection—just a stupid metal shipping container on a smart platform.

Only one way to hack it.

She grabbed Orna by the arm. “Do you have your grappling hook?”

Orna quirked an eyebrow and handed over a metal cylinder. “Never leave home without it. Wait, are you going to—”

“—dangle off the side where I can reach the platform and drive this thing by magic alone?” Nilah finished, giving the cylinder a twist to pop out the anchor spikes. “You know I am, love.”

The quartermaster grinned. “Badass. If Loy thinks you’ve got him pinned down, though—”

“He’ll kill himself and reincarnate,” said Nilah. “I know. I’ll need a distraction.”

“You’ll get one,” Orna replied, shouldering her slinger. “Pensive! Spyglass! Can you make the jumps between containers?”

The Ferriers both holstered their weapons and vaulted to the next trailer across, landing sure-footed. Nilah had always wanted to ask after their combat training but preferred not to bring up the school.

“I’m going to hang from the far side,” said Nilah, “so he can’t tell me from any other trailer on approach. You cross the roofs on foot and hit me up when you’re in position to distract.”

“And then what?”

She rubbed her jaw. “Then he loses our rematch. Watch your lines of fire. Only distract.”

Nilah pressed the thumb switch, shooting the hook into the roof of the container. It tore through the metal and anchored tightly inside, then Nilah fastened the hook’s hilt to an anchor point on her belt. She pressed a button to let out a little of the braided metal rope, backing toward the edge of the trailer.

She peered down at the cheese grater of a road below. A false move might throw her from the trailer or get her squished by one of the other drones. They were supposed to have collision avoidance, but she didn’t enjoy gambling on that. She blew Orna a kiss and leaned back, walking down the side of the trailer.

When she was just a meter off the roadway, she leaned down and traced her glyph, connecting to the platform’s internal network. Instead of a single entity, Nilah found a swarm, each platform talking to those nearest it. With a few pinpoint attacks, she lowered her flatbed’s guard and connected directly to the steering. With one member of the swarm under her control, the others were easy to compromise.

Nilah redoubled her efforts and was rewarded with root access to eight of the vehicles nearest her. The heady rush of seeing the world through so many imagers threatened to bowl her over, and she had to shut her eyes to keep her composure.

She directed her captives to form the shape of a V, with its wide-open mouth toward the fleeing Loy Vong. As they sped up to catch him, she shaped the flow of traffic using tens of thousands of hours of racing experience. She knew how to maintain a tight gap at breakneck speeds and navigate a dangerous pack of cars. Unlike catty race car drivers, though, the cargo containers were obliging, politely yielding their positions whenever asked.

Then she had eight pairs of eyes on Loy. He hunkered low on his motorcycle, an obvious pro, given the way he weaved between shipping containers. Nilah remained hidden on the far side of her trailer as she came alongside his bike.

“Hunter One, in position,” said Orna.

Nilah locked down the steering and acceleration and let go of the platform. She planted her feet against the side of the container and judged the distance to the front. Her plan would require perfect tensioning of her hook line, so she took hold of the controls at her hips.

“Copy that, Hunter One. Start the show.” Nilah dashed forward, sprinting parallel to the ground. She let out her line as she leapt, then hit the brakes to whip around the front of her container like a pendulum.

As she came around the bend, she found Loy preoccupied by Orna and the twins as they fired from nearby trailers—all the shots going wide, of course. Her target had exactly enough time to register Nilah’s onrushing presence before she swung past, snatching him off his bike by his neck. She jammed down the emergency reel on her grappling hook and zipped back into the opposite side of her trailer, slamming Loy into the wall hard enough to knock him unconscious.

He went slack in her arms—it took a headlock to keep her from dropping him—but she finally managed to wrestle him up onto the roof.

“Why are you so heavy, you little bastard?” she grunted as she rolled up alongside him and began trussing the kid. She wasn’t taking any chances, so she bagged his hands in calcifoam cuffs and inflated them to paralyze his fingers.

They took a container down the first exit, then ditched it and dragged their now-sedated hostage into the alleyway between an abandoned trolley stop and a sewage processing substation.

“We look like monsters,” Nilah said as they gently set him on the ground. “Snatching a child.”

“They don’t call it kidnapping for nothing,” Orna said, clearly remorseless.

“Why are you so happy?” she asked.

“He hit us with a heavy spell and led us on a car chase. I figure that means we’re on the right track.”

“Absolutely,” said Alister, dusting off his hands. “Let’s wake him up and crack open that mind, shall we?”

“I’ll keep an ear to the police scanners,” said Jeannie, tapping her comm. “Boss, did they accept our Compass IDs?”

“They said they did,” Cordell replied. “The cops are steering clear, but stay sharp. They might be setting something up.”

“Let’s get this underway,” Nilah sighed, breaking out her salts and waving them under Loy’s nose.

She watched his eyes creak open, and then he tried his restraints before sizing up his opposition and checking for escape routes. His eyes cast about for anything else of potential interest before meeting Nilah’s.

He began to scream, and Orna drew out a styptifoam canister from her first-aid pouch. She shot a glob into his mouth, and he spluttered white suds like a rabid dog.

“Bad,” said Orna. “No.”

Nilah had always heard the stuff was bitter, but she’d never had the misfortune of getting any in her mouth. “Loy, let’s cut to the point, shall we? We know what you are. You’re supposed to protect Origin, and you’re going to do that by helping us.”

Loy simply stared back at her, wide-eyed and tearful, sniffling over the mass of foam.

“Oh, my god, you can stop,” said Orna. “We know you’re a Conservator.”

“And that you’re trying to keep the forbidden art… you know, forbidden,” Nilah added, and Loy’s demeanor changed instantly.

The tears stopped, as did the struggling. He chewed on the hardening ball of clotting foam for a moment before working it loose with a trail of spittle.

He gave her a professional smile. “Of course, Miss Brio. Just cut me loose, and we can get right to it.”

“Oh, no,” said Nilah. “You were quite the handful.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to practice,” he responded.

“Henrick Witts is an alchemist. You’re sworn to destroy him, so give us your information.”

“We’re working on Witts,” said Loy, flipping his long, black bangs out of his eyes.

“And how is it going for you and your timeless spies?” asked Nilah.

“Admittedly, I’m in the body of a child,” he said.

“And that means?” asked Orna.

“That I died pretty recently. I’ve only been in this one for about three years.” He wriggled in his restraints, and Orna rested a boot atop his chest.

“Whatever you’re doing,” said Orna, “don’t. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a murderer, a body-thief.”

“You know what it means to do what’s necessary,” said Loy, “even if that’s a bit messy.”

Orna added pressure, and the boy grunted underfoot. “If you know my history, you know I’ve got a real thing for people who hurt kids.”

Loy relaxed and flashed a beguiling smile far too old for his face. “Hurt? Loy and I are the same now. We had an amicable meeting of the minds, as it were.”

The quartermaster’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “You’re not making me any happier.”

“I’m really glad to hear that Loy is still in you,” said Jeannie, kneeling before him, “because children are very trusting. They always want to help.” Then she glanced at Orna. “But not with a boot on them. I can tell you’re scared, Loy. Don’t worry. You won’t even have to speak.”

Orna withdrew her foot with a scoff.

“If you’re thinking of mind reading,” Loy said bitterly, “you’re wasting your time. I’m a master meditator with centuries of experience. You’re a squealing brat in comparison. Now why don’t you take off these restraints and we’ll see what we can do together? Let’s team up.”

Jeannie stroked his cheek with a smile and traced her glyph. “Shush, now. It’s okay. Just tell me what you’d do if we let you loose.”

She touched a finger to his brow, and his breathing steadied, his eyes rolling back in his head.

Jeannie looked to the others. “His plan is to get onto our ship so he can overload the main drive and kill us all.”

Loy’s eyes shot open in surprise.

“Wondering what happened?” said Jeannie. “You may be very old, but your brain and body are that of a child. You’re very mature software on brand-new hardware. Also, I don’t think your host liked merging with you.”

She and Alister nodded to each other, both carving out their spells and holding hands. They touched their index fingers tip-to-tip and traced another reader’s mark, as though writing on an invisible pane of glass.

“I want you to think about what you’re doing,” said Loy, glancing between the pair. “The information in my mind has been used to protect life since the Exodus. You might feel like heroes, like you can handle the responsibility, but you can’t. This is for the Conservators alone, and—”

“Don’t care,” said the twins in perfect unison as they laid their palms to his chest. “You’re a failure, and we’re taking over now.”

Loy’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he began to shout something in another language: guttural and ancient, probably one of humanity’s elder tongues. He sang a haunting tune, his voice doubling in his throat with polyphony, mastery in every note.

Alister thumped the kid’s bobbing throat, eliciting a cough, and asked, “Where is Origin?”

Loy chanted louder in response, his ringing song conjuring misty arbors and untouched coastlines in Nilah’s mind. It captivated her, and she imagined the little monster had all sorts of interesting skills.

“Where is Origin?” repeated the twins, and then they began parroting his song back to him in discordant tones.

Nilah was never sure how they pulled off that trick. She could barely speak when there was a delay on the comm, yet the twins were able to maintain near-perfect concentration. She would’ve had to stop talking almost immediately.

But Loy Vong kept on singing.

The twins fell in time, harmonizing with chord progressions Nilah had never heard before, their voices commingling with breathtaking precision. There was something holy in the notes, like someone mourning the loss of a temple, a dirge for something precious.

Jeannie and Alister took hold of some accompanying lyric, repeating it in eighth-note steps between Loy’s long stretches. Either they were familiar with the tune, or they’d dug something out of his head.

Loy’s brow knit with the exertion, or was it pain? Alister’s voice grew in volume, his soulful rendition a captivating spectacle. Nilah could hardly believe what she was hearing from him; he’d never shared this talent before.

“Bloody hell…” she whispered to Orna, who hushed her.

Then Jeannie surged ahead as well, bringing the composition to a frightful fever pitch. It was definitely a song of loss and sorrow, even if Nilah couldn’t speak the language. A sparkle at the corner of Loy’s eye caught her attention; he was crying as he led their strange chorus.

They stopped abruptly with a barking shout, and asked once more, “Where is Origin? Where is the Wellspring?”

Loy’s eyes went wide. “Damn you!”

Jeannie and Alister smiled, then pulled out portable terminals and began writing down a phrase. They each held out their pads for the rest to see the words:

A CHERRY BLOSSOM OF FIVE PETALS

INEXORABLY, ONE HAS FALLEN AWAY.

ONLY BY SHARP CONDUCTOR’S LIGHT

DID THEY LAUNCH INTO ELEGIAC NIGHT.

CAN THE HEARTS OF THE LOST

BE KNOWN WITHIN THIS GREAT STRIDE?

ALL STARS TO CLOTHE THEIR SHIPS,

THOSE WHO FLY TASTE HEAVEN ON LIPS.

“Stop,” said Orna. “That’s crap. It’s the ‘Legends of the Landers.’ Arcan folk song.”

Nilah spied a furtive smile from Loy. Alister frowned and drew some lines under some of the words, and for a brief moment, anger returned to the little boy’s face.

“What are those lines supposed to mean?” Orna asked Alister, but then looked to Loy. “What are those lines?”

“You’ve made an enemy for the rest of your short life,” said Loy, grinning wickedly. “No matter where you go, no matter what you do, I’m going to hunt you until the secrets are extinguished—so you’d better kill me now.”

Alister drew out his slinger. “Okay, sounds good.”

Nilah snatched the weapon from his hand with a shout. “He’s trying to respawn, you git! If we kill him, we won’t know what he looks like when he comes for us!”

Loy shrugged and shook his head. “And as soon as you leave, I’m throwing myself over the balcony, so it’s a moot point. Why not do it, and give yourselves a head start?”

“Or why don’t we publish the Recursive Primacy genetic algorithm we used to find you? I bet the press would have a field day with all the Conservator operatives they dug up. Who else is a Conservator, I wonder? Anyone famous?”

“You’d never find another one,” said Loy. “I’d imagine it’s taken you a long time to find me.”

“We could find the five other people who helped you destroy the Vogelstrand,” said Nilah. “They have modern descendants, and we could blow that cover wide open.”

She’d struck home with that one. Loy looked like he’d bite her throat out, given half the chance. “How did you get that information?”

“I stood on the deck, mate. I saw what you did to those people, how they hung from the ceiling,” she said, flexing her fingers. “Tell me what I want to know, or I blow your covers, along with the method you use to hide.”

The little boy scowled at Nilah. “You’d be a fool to hobble the protectors of humanity.”

“What a joke!” said Nilah. “We stopped the PGRF. We found the Harrow. What did you do?”

He demurred. “You’d never believe me if I told you.”

“Too right, chum. Now explain those lines or we’ll be here all night.” She turned to Alister. “Can you hit him again?”

But Loy began to scream.

“Knock it off,” said Orna, shooting another huge blob of calcifoam into his mouth.

Except this time, Loy sucked it into his lungs as hard as he could, face going red.

“Damn it!” said Orna jumping onto him and scooping suds from his mouth. He bit her, and she slapped the daylights out of him before trying again.

Blood vessels popped out along his forehead as he sat up, grinning madly, and Orna forced him back down. Nilah took a step back in horror; the foam would harden in his lungs and suck away all the moisture. It’d shatter his little air sacs and flood his airways with blood. He wouldn’t survive—not given that they were minutes from any other help.

“Orna…” Nilah touched her fiancée’s shoulder, and she backed away, fists clenched.

Loy looked Nilah in the eye and pointed at her with his index finger. He mimicked pulling the trigger, then fell still.

“Quit gawking,” said Orna, balling her fists. “We got what we could, and it’s time to go.”
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Though there were a few cops and special forces loitering around the docked Capricious, no one had the authority to stop their departure. Boots knew that if they stuck around long enough, some government jerkwad was going to figure out how to detain them, so she was happy when they launched.

She’d only just finished freshening up when she emerged from her room to find Alister standing in the hallway.

Boots shouted in surprise, then clutched her chest. “You trying to scare me to death, Al?”

He stared at her for a moment. “Hm?”

She snapped her fingers. “Alister. You okay, buddy?”

He shook his head. “Spaced out. Sorry. I came up here for something.”

She gave him a concerned look. “Let me guess. You forgot.”

He didn’t deny it this time, expression like he was wringing out his brain. “Yeah. Sorry.”

“You’re forgetting a lot of things.”

“Yeah. Sorry,” he repeated, a little more sadly this time.

They stood in the hall, Boots watching him sway, bereft and lonesome. He wouldn’t meet her eye.

“Hey, okay…” She closed the distance and patted his shoulder. “Uh, I know it’s upsetting, but a lot of people are forgetful, and we can figure it out.”

“Boots… what, um…” His eyes went red, and a tear welled in one eye. He wiped it, pretending to scratch his cheek. “What did we do today?”

“You were in a car chase.” She made sure her tone conveyed her unwillingness to accept any lies in return. He seemed contrite, but he’d so casually thrown her a story in the past. “Alister, I’m worried about you.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

“Don’t tell the captain.”

“I already did,” she said, “because I care about you, okay? You can’t deal with this alone. I think it’s fair to say that you’re going to be a danger if you keep going out on missions.”

“Please don’t ground me. Just help me, and we can get to the end. Please.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. “The ‘end’ of what?”

He leaned back against the wall. “This. I must stop Witts. You get it. You can help me.”

“I’m going to, buddy. You’ve got to believe that. We’re all going to stop Witts.”

He gave her a bitter shake of his head and sniffled, patting his pockets. Boots went back into her room and fetched a box of tissues, then reemerged to give them to Alister.

“Thanks,” he said, honking into the tissue. Sometimes, he was an icy killer and a capable liar. Other times, he was just a child. “I’m not sitting on the bench while others do the work.”

“This isn’t about getting credit—”

“I don’t want credit,” he said. “I just want to make sure the job is done, and no offense, but I need to be there.”

“Al, no one is benching you, but you have to do something about this! How are you going to feel when your…‘condition’ gets someone killed?”

“I can pull my own weight.”

“You’re going to cause a lot of tragedy if you space out on a mission. I don’t know how you feel about the rest of us, but what if it’s Jeannie, huh?”

“I shouldn’t exist. I don’t want to exist. There’s something wrong with me,” he replied quietly. Then his eyes met hers, pupils going to pinpricks. “But I do exist, and those are the ‘facts on the ground,’ as you like to say. Witts created me to be broken, and I am exactly as ordered.”

“You’re not—”

“The toll will be paid, Boots. Don’t stop me.” He walked away, leaving a crumpled white ball on the floor. At first, Boots was grossed out, thinking it was his tissue. Then she realized it was a scrap of package wrapping paper, something hastily scrawled along one side.

She leaned down, picked up the paper, and straightened it out:

THE SHOW MUST’VE GONE ON.

WHO IS SHE?

Boots wrinkled her nose as she read the contents. “Well, this is bad.”

Once again, the captain invited Boots to dine with Malik and himself. The mood was somber as she arrived, and the projections over the captain’s table depicted the destruction of more than a few Taitutian battleships. The Link news ticker at the bottom read, AIOR UNDER SIEGE BY UNKNOWN FORCES.

“They’re not ‘unknown,’” said Boots, plopping down into her chair. “We know exactly who they are.”

“They’re trying to avoid generalized panic,” said Malik. “If the galaxy was aware…”

“Sir,” said Boots, “I’m ninety-nine percent sure that they should’ve been shouting about Witts from the rooftops at every opportunity. What good does sheltering the public from existential threats do?”

“Makes me wonder how often the government faces something like this—galactic extinction,” said Cordell, kicking his boots up onto the table. “How many other stories are they keeping from us? I want to believe that Witts is the only life-ending danger going, but—”

“You’re borrowing trouble, thinking about that.” Boots reached across for the kettle of coffee. “We’re up to our necks already.”

“At least we’re all well, aside from a minor concussion for Nilah,” sighed Malik, sliding a mug across to her. “That child took her apart.”

“Not all well, sir,” said Boots, trading the mug for the note from Alister’s pocket. “I think Alister is really losing it.”

Cordell put his feet back on the floor after that.

Malik picked up the note like he was lifting a rock to find insects underneath. “Oh, no, what’s going on?”

“It’s not subtle,” said Boots. “Look at the capitalized bits: ‘show,’ ‘vuh,’ and ‘on.’ He’s saying, ‘Siobhán.’”

The captain frowned. “And that’s a name we’re supposed to know because…”

“It’s the woman you found sliced up alongside Alister and Jeannie,” said Boots, pouring a steaming cup. “You told me she was his nanny. Jeannie told me Siobhán was his lover—or a honeypot at the very least. Jeannie said he could hold it together, but he can’t. I guarantee it.”

“Me too,” said Cordell. “I think we’ve got to act.”

She shook her head. “Sir, how badly sliced up was old Siobhán when you found her, anyway?”

“Doc, do you want to show her the most recent findings?” said Cordell.

“That’s not appropriate,” said Malik, “but this is an exceptional time.”

“Look, I just want to help him,” said Boots. “If you know something…”

“Alister’s mental state is deteriorating,” said Malik. “You’ve witnessed abnormalities, and what’s beneath the surface is a lot more difficult. Brain scans reveal a largely normal structure, but I’m seeing epileptic ‘storms’ during passages of memory loss.”

“He’s having seizures?” she asked.

Malik called up a projection, showing a brain scan, activity surging across it in ways Boots couldn’t comprehend; given the context, she guessed it was bad.

“I think what happened on the Vogelstrand was a small seizure, yes, but there’s a lot more to epilepsy than that,” Malik said. “The storms are largely confined to his temporal lobe, creating surges of emotions or memories that aren’t real—and erasing what is. From time to time, Alister’s reality is very different from ours.”

“And he’s suicidal,” Boots added. “Nilah confided some things he said.”

“We can’t hold that against him,” said Cordell. “Every Fallen on this crew has tried it, or thought about it—and he had it worse than us.”

She didn’t answer.

Malik cleared his throat. “I have to conclude that Alister is a danger to himself and the crew—but that leaves us in a difficult position. Where can he be kept safe and treated well? We can’t simply drop him off on an inhabited world like he’d resigned. Have you considered the best way to discharge him from service?”

A burst of annoyance rattled Boots’s frame. “Whoa, whoa! I told him we weren’t going to do that!”

“That was outside of your authority, Bootsie,” said Cordell. “If the doc says someone is a danger, they’re a danger. If he’s careless on a mission, people die.”

She opened and shut her mouth a few times, and her reply got caught on the lump in her throat. “I thought you were going to say we should confront the situation head-on.”

“This is as head-on as it gets,” replied the captain. “This isn’t something I take lightly. If someone said I couldn’t go after Witts, I’d lose my mind.”

“So would I,” said Boots. “There’s going to be another solution. We just need to work for it.”

Malik smiled. “You’re right, of course.”

She laughed in return and made a show of pointing him out to Cordell. “Told you he’d be a great first mate. Admitting I’m right is leadership material.”

“We can’t be sure Alister will be safe off the ship, so it’s best if we keep him close,” said Malik. “Until you hear otherwise, expect that he remains behind during the next mission.”

“All right,” said Boots. “As long as we don’t try to ditch him.”

“The captain and I will take it from here,” said Malik. “We called you up here to review the mission data as our expert archaeologist.”

“Two-fisted archaeologist,” Cordell added.

Boots smirked. “Historian. I’m not robbing graves yet. Aside from the Vogelstrand.”

“And Alpha,” added Cordell.

Malik did a quick calculation in his head. “And the Harrow. We rob a lot of graves, actually. Let’s see what you make of these—they’re the notes the twins gathered from Vong.”

He waved up a projection of their notes.

A cherry blossom of five petals

Inexorably, one has fallen away.

Only by sharp conductor’s light,

Did they launch into elegiac night.

“Okay, Bootsie,” said Cordell. “Please tell me this isn’t the ‘Legends of the Landers.’”

“It’s not,” she said, looking over the half dozen other verses. “At least, not the modern one. The one we learned as kids has the passage about Admiral Boggs seeing the hill where he’d place the Arcan capital. This song doesn’t have any references to Arca at all.”

Cordell leaned forward to get a closer look. “Oh. You’re right. It’s been a while since I sang those in school.”

Boots took a sip of her hot coffee, invigorating her brain. “I tried selling a treasure map based on this kind of folklore once—didn’t work out. However, I did a lot of looking into Arcan military history, and did you know that we didn’t write that song? It predates Arcans among starfarers by at least a hundred years.”

“And what about the lines?” asked Malik. “I thought they were just the first parts of every word, or the first syllables, but then you have ‘inexorably’ and ‘conductor’ there.”

“Man, I wish Armin was here,” said Cordell. “We could use that big brain of his.”

The others stopped and watched as he flexed his fingers before rubbing his chin. He fiddled with a nearby stylus, taking it between two fingers like a cigarette. He wiggled it, tapping the point to the table before saying, “I need a smoke.”

Malik reached over and gave him a single pat on the back. If any other crew member had dared such a gesture, Cordell might’ve yelled at them, but he just sighed at Malik’s touch. “It’ll get easier. You want me to make you some tea?”

“Add two ounces of whiskey and hold the tea.”

“After this,” said Malik, “you and I can go to the bay and grab a little exercise. That’s always good for stress.”

Boots sniffed once and took another sip of coffee. “I was going to try my hand at eating an entire chicken, if you’d prefer something exciting, Captain.” She rapped her hand on the table to imitate a mallet, striking at the front of each word. “Going to flatten the crap out of it and fry…”

She looked in the direction of the song lyrics as her closed fist hit the table once more, and a connection snapped into place.

“The lines…” said Boots. “It’s steganography.”

Cordell’s pen slipped from his grasp. “It’s what now?”

She leapt up to point at the projected words. “It’s steganography! Messages encoded in plain text. These lines represent stressed and unstressed syllables! Look at ‘inexorable’—the ‘nex’ is accented. Same with the ‘jai’ sound in ‘elegiac.’”

They quickly ran down the pages, testing the theory and occasionally arguing about an individual word. They found no glaring exceptions, just a few words that might’ve been pronounced differently at another time in history.

“Okay,” said Cordell. “That holds water. But that just means we’re looking at someone’s linguistics homework. This is hardly a treasure map.”

Boots held up a finger. “Isn’t it, though, sir? I’m going to put this out there—and I know it sounds crazy, so hear me out—but what if the ‘Legends of the Landers’ wasn’t written to be good poetry, or even commemorate an event? What if they were designed to hide a map in plain sight?”

The two men exchanged glances.

“Back when Arca was founded, there was a purist resistance to changing the ‘Legends’ to include Arcan politics. Besides the fact that it was stupid, opponents of the day argued that our oral history must be preserved without a single change—for any reason.” Boots took a moment to pull up the information on the songs. “There are three legends, each one with more than a few hundred syllables. We can treat stressed syllables as ones and unstressed as zeroes. Three legends—three numbers. What’s the oldest form of galactic positioning, Captain?”

“Three-point navigation,” Cordell answered. “Azimuth, pitch, and distance from the galactic centroid. But how are you going to prove it? I could say the same thing about any set of lyrics, and Loy Vong could be screwing with us to cover his tracks.”

“That’s true,” said Boots, “but space is a big old place, and the odds of a planet at those coordinates is almost nil. Less than nil. As the saying goes, astronomically low.”

“Then let’s do the math first and see if there’s survey data,” said Malik. “Though, if there is, that’s probably a bad sign—Origin is supposed to be missing, after all.”

“I’ll do you one better,” said Boots. “Let’s see if they convert to coords at all, eight bits at a time.”

Boots called for the computer to display the oldest known version of the lyrics, using the Linguistic Heritage Project to get pronunciations and stressing of the day, and thanked her lucky stars for government-funded academics.

She plugged the whole set into a binary converter, then a base-eight Standard converter, concatenating the numbers into three long strings. They appeared: three numbers with the decimals in exactly the right places.

Since azimuths could never be more than three hundred and sixty degrees, Boots figured that was the easiest place to start. If the first coordinate was bigger than that, she’d know she was wrong.

“Azimuth: almost two eighty-five,” said Boots, noting the hundreds of decimal places after. There was a lot of specificity in that number.

“Holy hell,” said Cordell. “You did a lot of fancy work on that sim. Are you certain you weren’t forcing the numbers to make sense?”

“Yes!” she said, barely able to keep the reins on her voice. She felt like screaming at the coordinates in elation. “Look at them! They’re perfect! If this was just happenstance, why are the only characters numbers—except the decimal points? Sirs, we need this right now. Witts is getting bold, and we… we could frankly use a win.”

Malik called up GATO survey data to check the location and found empty space.

“Nothing here,” he said.

“Nothing doesn’t mean… anything,” said Boots. “The resting place of the Vogelstrand wasn’t on any maps, either. Captain, I am telling you that this is the greatest find of a lifetime!”

“Or it’s a very well-constructed trap by a group of people with two thousand years of training,” said Malik. “Though for what it’s worth, I do believe these coordinates lead somewhere.”

“But the twins would’ve sensed that,” Boots protested, but she winced inwardly at the annoyance in her voice. She wouldn’t be convincing anyone with that argument. “Listen, Captain, Mister Jan, I don’t expect you to spin up the jump drive this second. Just give me a wide berth to investigate. If I find anything there, we should definitely check it out.”

“Doc?” asked Cordell. “Thoughts?”

“I’m all in favor of Miss Elsworth’s plan,” said Malik. “This is the best lead we’ve got.”

The luminescent verses of the “Legends” lit Cordell’s dark skin as he leaned in close to examine them. “We’ve been saying that a little too much lately.”

“And it’s gotten us on board a first-generation colony ship,” said Boots.

“Okay,” said Cordell. “Go get us our proof. Designate your research team and get to it.”

“I just need Nilah,” said Boots, rising to leave. “Everybody else fell asleep last time.”

Boots came to regret her decision.

“I should be celebrating,” sighed Nilah.

“Uh-huh,” mumbled Boots, looking at her screen through bleary eyes.

“I think we really found Origin. So… yes. I can barely contain myself, so I think I’m going to go snog my fiancée.”

Boots looked up at her with a if you take one step toward that door, I am telling the captain expression, and she sat back down on the mess hall bench.

They’d been stationed in there for hours, though Cordell had given them free run of the larder to make up for it. Boots had eaten her fill of the various cafeteria snacks. If she ever had another candy bar or gulp of coffee, it’d be too soon. Her nausea made an excellent dance partner for her brain, fogged by drowsiness.

“I don’t know how you can think about leaving right now. So exciting,” said Boots, flicking away an ancient survey report.

Cordell’s orders had been clear: find something—anything—at those coordinates, and they’d investigate. The closest Boots had gotten was a marpo breeding facility in a system four light-years away from their target.

“Oh, I’m not thinking about it ‘right now.’ I’ve been thinking about it for hours,” said Nilah. She tapped her data sources pane and spun it around for Boots to see. GATO PLANETARY SURVEYS was selected. “Do you really think we’re going to find confirmation of secret coordinates in a public archive?”

“Best to go in order of increasing risk,” said Boots, returning her eyes to her screen. “If we start searching the Special Branch Archives, we might be exposing ourselves to the mole.”

“I hope Special Agent Weathers is okay,” said Nilah, adding, “despite the fact he never liked you much.”

Boots picked up another candy bar from the tray, chewed it, regretted it, and swallowed it anyway. “That’s why I trust him. Anybody who openly likes me is lying.”

Nilah smirked. “Well, I like you, Boots.”

“Yeah, but you’re rich, and rich people are assholes.”

“You’re rich now, too!”

Boots gestured to herself, leaning back in her chair. “And thus, I am inherently unlikable. I swear, it’s like you have no idea how the universe works.”

“I’ve got plenty of rich friends.”

“Lady,” said Boots, swallowing to get a piece of errant chocolate down her gullet, “you’ve got exactly seven friends you can trust in the universe.”

“Not true,” said Nilah, arching her eyebrows. “I’ve got my dad on Taitu, and—”

They froze.

“They…” Nilah began. “They had a little funeral for the family who could make it.”

“You can’t beat yourself up over that.” Boots gave her the most consoling gesture she could muster at the time—tossing her a candy bar. “This might be out of bounds or whatever, but I know exactly what you’re feeling. Toward the end of the war, you couldn’t just drop everything when someone was killed. It wasn’t practical. So, I missed a few funerals. My mom and my brother, to be exact.”

“When did this go from a treasure hunt to a war?”

Boots cooked on that thought for a moment, trying to find the distinction for herself. “When the threat didn’t end. You can’t go home, because your home is under attack. You’re fighting to liberate everyone you still love. At least… that’s what war is supposed to be. God knows we’ve fought them over stupider crap. The way I see it, Nilah Brio, you’re just as much of a veteran as any of us.”

“Do I get a Master’s Diamond for my combat wound?” asked Nilah, kicking out her leg. She jolted in surprise at the force of the movement, like the leg was far too powerful.

“I didn’t get mine, but… my government was kind of bombed to glass at the time.” She thought back to all the other Arcan soldiers who’d been denied pensions, medical care, and basic decency. There had been programs to help veterans, but they amounted to “swallow one’s pride or starve to death.”

Boots smoothed back her hair. “You, on the other hand, are going to get all kinds of medals after we put Henrick Witts to bed.”

“I already have two. Technically, so do you, even though you skipped the ceremonies.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s get back to it, okay?”

Nilah leaned back in her chair, folding her hands behind her head. “Back to what? Parsing through survey reports one at a time?”

“You’re the one who said we shouldn’t use the Devil for this research.”

“I’d prefer not to leave him connected and unattended on the Link, given the number of slinger cannons on him. If we didn’t notice an incursion, the hacker would probably kill us all. I’d give anything to ask an expert.”

“I am an expert!” said Boots. “When all of this is over, I’ll be rolling in honorary doctorates.” She checked her nails. “Going to show those other historians who’s boss.”

“Okay, tell me what’s at those coordinates, Miss History.”

“Point taken,” said Boots. “Sooner or later, we’ll have to ask the Special Branch. It’s the largest consolidated repository of information in exist—”

Her brain squirted out an idea so simple, she felt foolish for not asking before.

“Why aren’t we asking the Athana?” said Boots.

Nilah tongued the inside of her cheek. “It stopped working. Query limit, remember?”

“The guy who gave us—I mean, the guy I stole it from—told me they only got a few queries at a time. He made it sound like there was a cycle time before we could ask again. I can’t believe I forgot all about that!”

“I feel like it’d be a long one.”

“But you don’t know. Does it reset? Is it at regular intervals, or does the cycle start when a question is asked? Why didn’t we investigate this thing more?”

“We were busy landing at the Vogelstrand, darling. We’re not exactly drowning in spare time.”

Boots laughed. “We’ve been together too long. You’re starting to talk like me.”

Nilah smiled back. “I like it. You sound tough, like a private investigator.”

“We should hit the lockup and grab that crystal. Why don’t you get it and meet me back here?”

“Why? Did your legs stop working?”

“One: the quartermaster will give it to you way faster than me. Two: I’m going to make my grandma’s cocoa recipe for us while you’re gone.”

Nilah stood but made no move for the door. “It’s just downstairs. You’re going to make a recipe in two minutes?”

“You caught me. It’s hot water, a cocoa cube, and a few spoonfuls of clarified butter substitute,” said Boots.

“Sounds decadent.”

“It is. Get the cube and meet me back here.”

Nilah returned with crystal in hand right as the cocoa finished warming.

Boots clinked their mugs together and handed one over. “To making a discovery.”

“Racers celebrate with bubbly, but I’ll manage, I suppose.” She took a swig. “That’s bloody good. Your grandmother made this, um… recipe?”

“Yeah,” said Boots, throwing in another cube of cocoa. “Back when they used to ration us stuff, Grams was a genius at stretching food. Of course, that only works if there are rations to go around…” She took a sip, and it was like drinking a candy bar. “Perfect. Let’s hook this thing up.”

She spent the next hour watching Nilah prep the data drive to connect the crystal. It was boring as hell, but they couldn’t take any chances with security.

“Do you think there’s a penalty if we try and we’re out of queries?”

Nilah shrugged. “It shut off last time. Probably no harm in finding out. Should we ask the captain? It’s a limited resource, after all.”

“That would make it Orna’s jurisdiction as the quartermaster. In this case, it’s historical research, which makes it my domain. Better to bring the captain answers instead of questions.”

Nilah slotted it into the drive housing, where it glowed. “It’s ready.”

They stared at the crystal. It felt as though they should say or do something to commemorate the occasion, just in case they succeeded in getting the information they needed. Instead, Boots gestured to the little cube and said, “So… since it stabbed you last time, you should probably be the one to talk with it again.

“Thanks, mate.” Nilah toggled the encrypted comm to flow through the crystal key. “Come in, Athana.”

“Let us feel you,” came the response, almost instantly.

Nilah let the thing stab her and jerked her hand back with a grimace. “How many other people has that thing needled? I hope it has a good sanitation protocol.”

“Nilah Brio,” said the Athana. “Welcome back. What is your query?”

Boots pumped her fist and whispered, “Ask it about the coordinates, but don’t say the O word. Remember that it didn’t want to tell us last time.”

“The O word?” she asked.

“Origin,” said Boots, as quietly as she could.

“O… Okay,” said Nilah, tracing her glyph and connecting to the cube. “I’m going to send you some coordinates, and I want to know if there are any records about them.”

“Justification?” asked the Athana.

She glanced between Boots and the crystal, obviously nervous she was going to screw it up. “We believe we can… uh… We think the key to stopping Henrick Witts is at those coordinates, but we want to know if anything is there before we show up.”

“Acknowledged. Please give us a moment to consider.”

Nilah stood with her hand awkwardly on the cube. “All right. Uh, very good, then.”

Boots watched as Nilah squinted. Then frowned. Then she began trying to pry the cube loose from the data port. She panicked and traced her glyph again, pressing her fingers to the locking collar that held the crystal in place.

Boots took a step toward the crystal. “What’s wrong? What’s it doing?”

“They’re out of the sandbox and… in our network repository!” cried Nilah, scrabbling at the crystal. A ring of red surrounded it as the drive docking lock engaged. “They just sliced past all of my security!”

“What?”

The look of fear on Nilah’s face froze Boots’s heart. “They’re stonking fast! I can’t lock them out!”

“Trigger a red alert!”

“I can’t!”

“Can you gap the life support?”

“It’s too late!”

They both tried to pry the crystal from the wall, but then Nilah stopped.

“Okay…” she huffed. “They’re… withdrawing? I’m not sure what’s going on. They just sort of… went through all of our stuff.”

“Nilah Brio, your request is granted,” came the voice of the Athana. “There is one listing within our archives pertaining to those coordinates. Professor Justin Ishii of the DeepStar survey team listed an unknown exoplanet at that location. The object received the designator IS-01593.”

They exchanged glances, and Boots’s heart thumped. The poem contained real coordinates after all.

“Disconnect,” said Boots. “Let’s not waste any more queries on that. We don’t know how many we have, and I bet we can take it from here.”

“Athana, um… disconnect,” said Nilah, and the drive clips dropped the crystal into her hand. She held it before Boots as though the little cube contained all the secrets of the universe—and to their knowledge, it did.

“We’ve got it,” she breathed.

“Yes, we do,” said Boots. “It’s officially game on for ol’ Witts, now.”

“Okay, so what have you got?” asked Cordell, sitting down before them.

The captain’s table was laid with fresh fruits and cheeses, as well as an array of bread and smoked bean curds for Nilah. It’d been an early-morning start for Cordell and Malik, since most of the research had been done during the night cycle. Malik looked chipper as ever, but Cordell had some surprising rings around his eyes. He’d been consumed with the news feeds ever since Witts parked Bastion over Aior, and grew more morose every day.

Boots had done plenty of operational briefings for her captain over the years, so when she glanced over to Nilah, it surprised her to see her a little nervous. Boots hadn’t considered it before, but this might have been Nilah’s first time to conduct a briefing.

“I, well, first of all, Miss Sokol and I are going to need to go over all of the network systems after the breach,” said Nilah.

Boots winced. The bad news was never a good place to start. Judging from the look on Cordell’s face, he wasn’t all that pleased, either.

“Captain,” said Boots, “is that a coffee stain on your jacket?”

Cordell went from minor annoyance to near panic. “What?”

As he searched, Boots leaned over to Nilah and whispered, “Start with the good stuff.” Then, louder, “Must’ve been a trick of the light, sir. My mistake.”

Malik had been close enough to hear, and cut a tiny smile at Boots.

“Okay,” said Nilah, “but that’s neither here nor there. The DeepStar project is what you’ll be wanting. It was chartered by Doctor Justin Ishii during the end of the 2600s. At the time, it was considered one of the most powerful scrying systems ever built and utilized a near-oracular ability to find human-habitable exoplanets. The tech was complicated, dangerous, and widely regarded as genius.”

“Interesting,” said Malik. “What made it so dangerous?”

“It required the use of one of the largest, purest eidolon crystals ever discovered,” said Boots. “The Star of Ranier. The VF eidolon crystal was extracted from the core of Harvest during its heyday, and through a series of complex treaties, loaned offworld to the Polis Institute, with the goal of locating more expansion opportunities for the Golden Empire.”

“‘VF?’” asked Malik.

“Very flawless,” said Boots. “It’s the highest purity designator.”

The first mate chuckled. “How can something be ‘very’ flawless?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Boots replied. “Blame geologists like your wife, I guess.”

“DeepStar’s reports were classified, but we do know this,” said Nilah, “they were planning a massive gala for some big announcement when the accident happened.”

Cordell paused, a cracker with cheese halfway into his mouth. “An accident?”

“They exploded,” said Nilah, “wiping out an entire moon, along with the Polis Institute. The other planets inside the system had their orbits permanently altered, flinging some of them off into the cosmos.”

“But before the gala,” said Boots, raising a finger with a grin, “the DeepStar project logged one final planet.”

Cordell finished his cracker, mumbling, “Let me guess. Our Origin coords.”

“Exactly, sir,” said Nilah. “And that’s why we think it wasn’t an accident that destroyed the Polis Institute. DeepStar was relatively well-known at the time. What if the Conservators got wind of the discovery and sabotaged the project?”

“Destroying an entire system?” asked Malik.

“Hell of a way to go about it,” said Boots, “but it would be ideal for them. There wouldn’t be any bodies or evidence to investigate, and the Conservator would simply be reincarnated.”

Cordell folded his hands and leaned onto his elbows. “Why haven’t we heard more about this? Furthermore, why wouldn’t someone else investigate those coordinates?”

“Because of what happened that same year,” said Boots. “The Thresher War. The Harvest government, the seat of the Golden Empire, suddenly destabilized after a series of major eidolon losses. There were sabotages at several of their storehouse planets, destroying the vast majority of their wealth.”

“And that became the bloodiest conflict in the history of the galaxy,” said Malik, taking a thoughtful sip of tea. “There was no one to check into DeepStar when all resources were tied up killing each other.”

“That war led to Taitutian hegemony and the founding of GATO,” said Nilah. “And once GATO existed, they placed a ban on any attempt to replicate Ishii’s work. The destruction wreaked by the Star of Ranier was too much, they said.”

“But there was one other attempt,” said Boots.

“And?” asked Cordell.

Boots bit her lip. “They also exploded. Smaller project, though.”

“Captain, Mister Jan,” said Nilah, “the Thresher War was a complex series of events with a lot of players, but one effect is undeniable: it stopped any replication or records of DeepStar from existing. We only met Loy Vong, but with a large enough cell of sleeper agents, that kind of financial destabilization might be easy.”

“Are we experts in financial ops now?” asked the captain.

“Since we took apart the Money Mill, possibly the biggest financial op of its kind,” said Boots, “I feel like we get to claim that. Yes, sir.”

Cordell refilled his coffee as he searched for words. “So you’re suggesting that, well… the current political state of the galaxy is the result of one big Conservator operation?”

Nilah wrinkled her nose. “Um… yes? I mean, it’s hard to say that much. But it’s true that Origin is a well-kept secret, deliberately hidden, and we’ve got far too many coincidences to doubt it.”

A queer silence fell over the table as they considered the proposition. Boots couldn’t quite lay a finger on it, but her heart held some combination of elation and trepidation, dread and wonder—but not a shred of doubt. They’d found Origin, the birthplace of humanity and the seat of alchemy, and in the process, poked a sleeping giant. The Conservators would be coming to kill them—in addition to the Children of the Singularity—and that was one too many galaxy-spanning conspiracies for her tastes.

But then, she’d always loved the treasure hunt.

The captain’s breath hissed out through his nostrils, and Boots knew he felt the same way. “We might be in over our heads, kids.”

“Oh, well I suppose we could just drop the whole matter, then,” said Nilah, then when no one reacted, added, “I’m kidding. You lot are too serious.”

“Let’s talk strategy. We can’t just lay in a course for Origin, given what the Devil said about its defense grid,” said Cordell. “We’ve got a time limit. With Loy Vong dead, a couple of things are going to happen: first, we’re going to be wanted criminals for killing a kid. Call it a gut feeling.”

Boots swallowed, her stomach churning with his words. “Would you please not put it like that, sir? That thing wasn’t a kid.”

“The public doesn’t know that,” said Cordell. “Second, and this is more pressing: Vong is going to respawn and start hunting us. If he knows where Origin is, he might beat us there.”

“I’m hoping he’s currently a baby,” said Boots. “We could use a break.”

Cordell nodded assent. “If our luck holds. If not, he’s already called his friends. Even barring intervention by Vong, we don’t know what awaits us when we land, and given some of the mind-bending crap from the Vogelstrand, we can assume it’s going to be weird.”

“‘It’s going to be weird’ should be our official motto, sir,” said Boots.

He began to pace around his quarters, circling the table. “But we’ve got some advantages, too. Henrick Witts doesn’t have a clue what we’re up to, or where we are.”

“I’m guessing,” said Malik, “that means he ignores us, since he’s engaged in a shooting war with the Taitutians.”

“Agreed,” said Cordell, tracing circles in the air as he spun out ideas. “We have the location of this Graveyard of the, uh—”

“Poets,” Boots prompted.

“Right,” said Cordell, pointing at her. “So we know where to land, and we have the single greatest head start we could’ve asked for. All we have to do is get past that defense grid.”

“By ourselves,” said Nilah.

Boots crossed her arms. “In a sixty-year-old ship. Don’t forget that our big boy was old when the Famine War started.”

“And he’s never looked better,” the captain said, his eyes daring Boots to insult the Capricious one more time.

She immediately switched to a more contrite tone. “I’m just saying it will add to the trickiness. That grid probably has nothing to shoot, except us, and I bet it’s bored.”

“Captain,” said Malik, oddly mischievous, “the Capricious is a marauder, designed for heavy combat supply drops in crowded airspace.”

Cordell jammed his hands in his pockets, a wide grin dawning on his face. “Oh, my friend, I know exactly where you’re going with this, and you’re nuts.”

Both men shared a meaningful look.

Boots sat up in her chair. “What? What’d I miss?”

“It’s old schoolyard strategy,” said Cordell. “I call it, ‘let’s you and him fight.’”

She didn’t like the sound of that one bit.

“The Taitutians have lost a lot of ships trying unsuccessfully to pry Bastion off their homeworld, but they still have the other armadas throughout the galaxy on patrol. What if we could fill up Origin’s atmosphere and defense grid with a massive military action?” asked Cordell. “We’ve got four players in this scenario: us, the remaining GATO forces, Witts, and the Conservators, all of which would absolutely love to have the intel we have right now. If we disseminated it, say, right before we arrived, we would be looking at a full-blown space battle the likes of which hasn’t been seen in a long time. And that, my dear friends, is the ideal environment for a marauder to make a landing.”

Nilah balked. “Wait, you want Witts to know where Origin is?”

Cordell’s eyes positively sparkled as he paced faster, snatching up a handful of seeds and chewing them. “Oh, I don’t want the bastard there, but we can assume that if the Taitutian fleets show up, so will Witts. Someone, somewhere in the admiralty is going to leak to him. And believe me, Taitu will show up for Origin. It’s an entire planet full of powerful lost tech and magic. This is going to be the biggest salvage run of all time.”

“So he won’t be able to stop us,” said Nilah, “because it’d be like trying to target a snowflake in a blizzard.”

“On the plus side, if we survive,” said Malik, “we can spend the rest of our lives in court defending our claim on a monstrous treasure.”

“We’re going to need air support,” said Cordell. “The Capricious needs his wing, and I’m tired of watching you mope around the bridge.”

“And we’ll need a resupply,” said Nilah. “The quartermaster tells me we’re running low on munitions, and I would very, very much like to replace this leg with something reasonable.”

Cordell nodded. “As for that stuff, let’s get DosSantos on the horn. If we’re supplying up, I want someone I trust.”

“Cool,” said Boots. “Got any leads on a spare starfighter?”

The captain turned to stare out of the panoramic window at the bounty of stars beyond. “You know what? I think I do.”
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The Capricious emerged from the Flow in the skies over Taligola, a frontier world with a few sparse settlements. There was a stable regional government, but for the most part, it was a place for people to be left alone, similar to Hopper’s Hope.

“Planetfall in fifteen,” said Aisha. “All crew ready stations.”

“Missus Jan,” said Malik, “please confirm our camouflage and counterfeit IDs were accepted.”

“Yes, sir,” said the pilot. “Green across the board.”

“Excellent!” said Cordell. “Let’s take him down and visit an old friend.”

“Okay, we’re here,” said Boots from her scanner station. “Now will you tell me where we’re going?”

“No dice,” replied Cordell. “I want to see your face when we arrive. You want to go put on some makeup?”

“Sure, if you want my face to look like an abstract painting,” grumbled Boots, wandering to her crash couch.

As they cleared the stratosphere and began their descent, Nilah immediately recognized their surroundings. She’d been to a party there just over a year ago, and within seconds, she understood exactly why Cordell was being cagey.

This’d be good.

Within a few minutes, they approached the landing grid of a decent-sized mansion with a couple of hangars ringing it. The place was like a tiny starport, complete with runways and a little racetrack. She strapped in next to Orna and Boots, trying not to show a little grin.

“What is this?” whispered Boots. “Please explain why everyone is acting weird.”

Orna started to answer, but Nilah punched her leg, and Boots scowled at both of them.

“Skids down, Captain,” said Aisha. “We’re good to go.”

“Then let’s go say hello,” said Cordell, heading for the cargo bay.

The others fell in behind, and Nilah followed, a little giddy. Then she took a quick look at Boots’s stained shirt and said, “I’ll be right back.”

She dashed up to Boots’s quarters, hacked the lock open (which was child’s play), and fetched her beloved Rook jacket. She arrived in the cargo bay just in time for the ramp to come down and held out the yellow monstrosity for Boots to take.

“What the heck, kid?” griped Boots. “You went through my room—”

Then Boots stopped dead, because on the other side of the cargo ramp, standing alongside his wife, was Jack Rook—the man who’d created the MRX-20 Midnight Runner starfighter. Boots worshipped him, and Nilah understood why; he was a hell of an aerospace engineer.

Boots snatched the jacket and donned it like a spacesuit in a vacuum. Then she looked at her arms and crossed them over the elbow scuff as though said spacesuit had sprung a leak right there.

“Jackie!” Cordell threw his arms wide and sauntered down the ramp to embrace the pair.

“Captain Lamarr,” said Jack, smile sparkling despite his age. “It’s such a pleasure to see you. I trust you’re all in good health?”

“Despite the best efforts of a few evil sons of guns,” laughed Cordell. “You remember everyone? Want me to reintroduce you?”

“Oh, please,” said Jack. “Who doesn’t know your names?”

Nilah had Boots at a disadvantage—she’d met Jack Rook during a soiree after they’d returned the Harrow. Boots had missed that one, preferring to go into seclusion.

The old man was exactly as Nilah remembered, balding with a pot-belly, but a gleam in his eye he’d gotten from being a test pilot. He walked with a slight limp, the result of a crash and some limbs that never quite healed. He’d regaled her of the story over drinks at the veterans’ benefit, and she could’ve listened to him talk all night. Like her, he understood speed, daring, courage, and the need to push himself beyond any reasonable envelope of living.

“Boots,” Nilah whispered. “Go say hi.”

Boots’s eyes were positively panicked. “I can’t. He’s—well… you know, he’s…”

Jack squinted into the cargo bay at them. “Is that Boots Elsworth?”

The woman let out a breath like someone had punched her, and Nilah pushed her forward. “Yeah. I’m Boots. Elsworth. I’m her, I mean.”

But despite the two steps from the push, Boots didn’t make it one more stride. Instead, Jack came ambling up the ramp and clapped her on the shoulder as he shook her hand.

“I just want to personally welcome you to my home, Boots. I can’t tell you how happy I am to finally make your acquaintance.”

Boots blinked. “I’m just happy to acquaintance you as well.”

Jack grinned at Nilah, a warm, paternal expression she’d expect from a grandfather watching small children and said, “I like this one.”

“Only because she’ll let him do all of the talking,” called Jack’s wife from the entrance. “I’m Ellie Rook, by the way. Please take him off my hands for a few hours.”

“I’ve finally gone senile,” said Boots. “There’s no way this is happening.”

Jack fingered the scuff on her jacket elbow and tsked. “Ellie, do we have any more jackets?”

“I don’t know, honey. You’ll have to check the hangar,” said Ellie. “Now will you all come to the house? I’m going to catch a cold out here, and we’ve got hot toddies for everyone.”

They ventured inside, all the while Boots staring at every memento adorning Jack’s rooms. There were medals, squadron pictures, family photos, and various bits of fuselage nailed to the wall. Nilah regarded them as art, but Boots’s eyes glistened as she absorbed the history of every piece. They paused before a golden plaque, engraved with hundreds of names: THOSE WHO REMAINED.

Boots paused, peered closer, and pointed out one of the names for Nilah to see—“David Spalding.”

“What is this?” Nilah asked.

“Those are all of my employees who refused to leave Arca, despite being given evacuation orders,” said Jack, coming to join them. “Who were you looking for, Boots?”

“David Spalding was my uncle, Mister Rook,” said Boots. “He was in the capital when the Kandis glassed it.”

“I took a lot of flak when I offered to evacuate all of my employees and their families,” said Jack, folding his hands behind his back. “Those with young children took the deal, mostly.”

“I remember,” said Boots. “At the end, maintenance techs got real rare, and we had to make our own repairs. It wasn’t the most popular decision.”

“And how did you feel, as a pilot?” he said.

“For a hot minute, I hated your guts, Mister Rook.”

“Call me Jackie. The best we can do is struggle in our time, Miss Elsworth,” said the old man, ushering them onward into the lounge. “When we put our pasts on trial, the only verdict is ‘guilty.’”

Inside the lounge, suspended from the ceiling, was the fibron monocoque of the Lang Hyper 8 in all its glory. It was Nilah’s turn to gape at the sweeping curves of her old race car, accented with those blazing magenta lines.

“I saw it at auction, and I had to have it,” said Jack. “This one was Kristof’s, since yours was in bits at the time.”

Her fingers unconsciously curled into a fist as she remembered him holding her colors, defending her honor during the Harrow conspiracy. She’d managed to forget his expression in the moment Harriet Fulsom had murdered him.

“I suppose it’s worth a lot more, now that he’s dead,” she said.

He placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry. When all this is over, I’ll have it sent to the Clarkesfall Heritage Museum.”

“But he wasn’t from Clarkesfall.”

“No,” said Jack, “but he deserves our gratitude. He supported you in your time of need and was murdered for it later. He’s a friend to our people forevermore.”

She looked into his eyes, still bright despite their nest of crow’s-feet. “Thanks, mate.”

After drinks, he ushered them to one of his many hangars, a spectacular archive of Arcan war machines. Six fliers stood on their skids—various troop transports and surveillance drones. At the end of the row stood a familiar sight, the MRX-20 Midnight Runner.

“You know,” chuckled Boots, “I used to have one of those.”

“Excuse you?” said Orna, cuffing her on the shoulder. “I loaned you mine, and you left it spinning in a debris field.”

“Yeah,” said Boots. “My bad.”

“Which brings us to why we’re here, Mister Rook,” said Cordell. “We were wondering if we could take it off your hands—for a fair price, of course.”

Jack gave him a stunned look. “I’d never sell the pieces in my collection, Captain Lamarr. It’s taken me most of my life to accrue them.”

They all stopped dead, and Cordell said, “But, on the comm, you told us…”

“Of course,” said Jack, “I’d be happy to loan it to you until you’ve taken care of Henrick Witts. Please don’t soil our deal with something as silly as money.”

“Mister Rook…” said Boots, but he held up his hand.

“I made my living hawking weapons for a cause I thought was righteous,” he said. “When we were reduced to animals, scrabbling in the dirt for scraps, my fighters sent thousands to their deaths. When the situation was hopeless, I left, taking my fortune with me.”

He grimaced. “I will never live that down. Please let me contribute to a truly noble cause.”

“I’ll take good care of him, Mister Rook,” said Boots. “If he doesn’t come back, neither did I.”

The old man looked affronted. “Don’t you dare say that, Miss Elsworth. A starfighter isn’t worth one tenth of a human life, or one millionth of yours.”

“I can think of a lot of people I’d kill for that sweet piece of kit,” said Orna.

“All right, folks, teatime is over! Let’s get him loaded up! You waiting for a hand?” called Cordell.

“Elsworth, you’re excused. Please keep the Rooks entertained while we do our thing,” said the captain. “DosSantos will be here in the hour to drop off munitions, and I want us offworld by sundown.”

Nilah hadn’t stopped admiring her new toes since they’d fitted her. While the others busied themselves checking over the munitions manifest, she inspected her new prosthesis’s firmware for any bugs or spy bots. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Checo—after all, they could’ve sold her out at any point in the past—but she still feared some rogue software riding around on her prosthesis.

The robot leg was inspired design. When they’d fitted her for it, the appendage shrunk to match her other limb, contorting the powerful synthetic musculature beneath the skin—skin that started out ashen gray, shading to a deep brown to match Nilah’s. A couple of tasteful blemishes even appeared along the shinbone to round out the illusion.

Where the cargo bay had been empty before their trip to Taligola, holding only the Devil, it now contained the tank, a Midnight Runner, stacks upon stacks of munitions, food stores, harsh-weather gear, and spare parts. It had cost a fortune—so they’d tried using their Compass account, first.

To Nilah’s surprise, it’d worked, though that was probably because someone at Compass wanted them traced. When she’d asked Cordell about the exposure, he’d said, “We’ll be so long gone by the time those jackasses catch up. Origin ain’t exactly civilized space.”

Nilah thought on this as she absent-mindedly worked on Teacup’s servos, replacing the ones she’d looted for her leg.

“Are you going to let me secure all this by myself?” asked Orna, hefting one of the boxes into its snaplocks. Charger was handling the big crates, but that still left a lot of work to be done.

“Sorry, love. Just enjoying having all my limbs again.”

Orna winked. “I don’t know what was wrong with the giant stupid robot leg. Lopsided was a good look for you.”

Heat rose in Nilah’s cheeks. It was irksome, really, how a playful crack in the quartermaster’s hard exterior could melt Nilah’s insides. As a racer and lover, Nilah had always considered herself a commanding leader, but Orna’s ice kept her on the back foot, always guessing.

The quartermaster laughed, her neck sparkling with sweat. “You’re hilarious.”

Nilah blinked. “What?”

“First you’re staring at the leg, now you’re staring at me.”

“Maybe I’m just trying to figure out”—she took a step forward, running her fingers up Orna’s décolletage and around her neck—“if you’d be able to tell where my prosthesis started if you saw me without clothes on.”

Orna leaned in, touching her forehead against Nilah’s, and gave her a slow, delicious kiss. “We’re supposed to be getting everything organized so we can jump, babe.”

Nilah pulled her in closer and whispered, “I’ll jump you.”

Orna caressed her cheek. “You always get like this before a mission.” Then she took a handful of her hair, and Nilah gasped in delight as Orna murmured, “And I love it,” then bit her ear.

Her knees almost gave out as Orna dropped her, stepping back and sticking out her tongue.

“But we have work to do,” said the quartermaster.

Nilah placed a hand to her chest, willing her heart to slow down. “You’re so cruel.”

“That’s what keeps you coming back. I want to show you something.”

Orna led her to one of the larger transit cases and opened it. Inside was a Hoxha Jeweler—an adaptive assembly bot that Nilah recognized from her days at Lang Autosport. Her engineers used them to assemble engines in mere hours. Nilah whistled appreciatively; those bots were more expensive than most supercars.

“This ought to speed things along for you,” said Orna, patting one of the folded fibron armatures. “You know, rebuilding Teacup.”

Nilah brightened. “What?”

Orna hammered three of the crates with her fist. “This one, this one, and this one are all for you. I got you all the very best.” Orna gave her an odd, pleading look. “Would you please let me review your code repos? Teacup is great, but he could be a lot better.”

“She’s a lady, you know,” said Nilah, glancing back at the white-and-gold armor.

“That’s good,” said Orna. “I know how to treat a lady. Now will you let me help you prep her for the most dangerous mission we’ve ever done? Please? I mean more than just the pathing code now.”

“Okay.”

“‘Okay’? For real?”

The surprise was sweet, and it touched Nilah’s heart. “Yeah, babes. Okay.”

“I didn’t think you’d want that much help.”

She bit her lip. “It’s been a shite couple of weeks if I’m being honest, and I’m trying to learn to accept it. I don’t have to be the best at everything. I love you, and I’m sorry I can be so—”

“Annoying?” said Orna, smiling.

“You know, darling… I thought we might work off some stress in bed, but maybe it should be a sparring match.”

The quartermaster twitched an eyebrow. “No reason one can’t turn into the other.”

“Bridge to cargo bay,” came Malik’s voice over the intercom. “Are we ready to jump?”

“Almost,” Orna called back.

“I want you both on the bridge in ten minutes,” said Malik. “Captain Lamarr wishes to address the crew.”

Orna pulled a face. “Man, he got bossy after his promotion.”

“He’s trying to act like Armin, I think,” said Nilah.

“Yeah. I get that. Just wish he’d cool it a bit.”

They arrived on the bridge to find everyone waiting for them, holding glass tumblers full of amber liquid. As they entered, Cordell handed the pair glasses of their own, pouring a light shot of whiskey.

“This is a tradition I started with Boots before we took on the Masquerade,” said the captain, clinking his glass against Orna’s and Nilah’s in turn. “We’re going to toast our victory right now, before the mission. You’re all the finest fools I could ever hope to have on my crew, and I’m happy to be on this insane journey with you. To victory!”

“To victory!” echoed the crew, and each downed their shot in turn. Malik choked on his and was rewarded with a hearty pat on the back from Cordell.

“And I have an announcement!” said Alister, and Jeannie shushed him with a slight panic on her face. He pushed past her and loudly said, “I will not, as the captain and first mate have privately requested, be remaining on the ship in my quarters during the mission.”

That shut down the party almost immediately.

“Oh, did none of you know about this?” asked Alister, sweeping his arm to gesture at everyone. “Of course, some of you knew. You talked and talked and now I’m benched, so I hope you’re happy.”

Nilah and Orna looked to each other in confusion, and Boots palmed her forehead. Aisha sat down on the arm of her pilot’s chair, expression worried.

Alister looked around the room, a strange malice in his smile. “You thought we weren’t going to discuss this as a group? Who all decided this without me?”

“Mister Ferrier,” said Malik, “maybe now isn’t the time.”

“I think it’s the best time,” he said, smile fading. “Today, I had to watch you people have your fun talking to the war hero, and now it’s my turn to have a conversation.”

“We don’t take ‘turns’ in a regimented command structure, Mister Ferrier,” said Cordell, working his jaw to tamp down his temper. “Nor do we loudly declare intent of insubordination to the rest of the crew like we’re soliciting mutiny—unless you’d like to ride it out under sedation.”

“I followed you without question for two years,” said Alister, setting his glass aside. “And the second I broke, you all—”

“Don’t look at them,” said Cordell. “This is my ship. Every decision on it is my decision. You want to blame somebody, you come at me.”

Alister steeled himself, gazing across the bridge at the captain. “I will, if you won’t pull rank and listen.”

“How dare you speak to me like that? Mister Ferrier, we are doing this because we care about you!” Cordell’s voice started calm but rose to a thunderclap. “You will respect that!”

“You ‘care,’ huh?” Far from shrinking at the display, Alister inclined his head. “Do you care enough to let me make my case? Enough to listen, or just throw me out?”

Cordell’s eyes went wide, and he tossed his glass aside. “This isn’t a democracy, and you will address me as ‘sir.’”

“Even if you refuse to take me into hell with you? Even if you refuse to be my captain?”

Orna flexed her fingers, and Nilah took her hand to stop her from intervening.

“The hell?” Orna whispered.

“Let this play out,” said Nilah. “Please.”

“You want to do it this way, Mister Ferrier, let’s get it all out in the open,” said Cordell.

“Captain, those are private medical discussions,” said Malik, “protected under the Uniform Code of—”

The captain made his way across the bridge, coming within a stride of Alister. “No, he’s a big boy with big-boy things to say. Since we’re breaking every other ship protocol today, I’ll just go ahead and say what’s on my mind. You’re unfit for duty until you unscramble that head of yours. After what I’ve seen and heard, I know you’ll fall in battle or get someone killed, and none of us want to pay the price for your goddamned arrogance.”

“You don’t know that,” said Alister, voice measured. “You can’t know that. I’ve never failed before.”

“It only takes once.” Cordell held up a finger to count it off, then jammed it into Alister’s sternum. “One moment of inattentiveness, and you will ruin something precious forever.”

To Nilah’s surprise, Alister didn’t retaliate. “You think I don’t know that, Captain Lamarr? I’m ready to die for this mission when it’s required.”

“And it must never be ‘required’ again!” said Cordell. “I lost my best friend to your fool way of thinking. What the hell is wrong with you, kid? You sort yourself out, and we’ll talk, but until then—”

“You and Doctor Jan both know I’m not getting any better,” came the quiet reply. “That day is never coming for me.”

The look on his face broke Nilah’s heart. Alister wasn’t mad, or panicked, or defiant. He’d accepted what was happening to him and faced the captain as surely as he’d face whatever else lay in his future.

“Every day, there are more and more gaps. This is it. Whatever happens after this,” he said, “it’s my last chance to extract a toll for what he did to me.” Alister looked at Jeannie and corrected, “What he did to us. How would you feel if I told you your quest for revenge was over, Captain? I was born for this. There is nothing else in my life. Didn’t grow up. Never had friends before. I’ve never…” His right eye twitched, and he rubbed it, squinting. “I’ve never loved anyone. What if I told you that you’d never set foot on the Capricious again?”

Cordell’s anger steamed under Alister’s cool response, and Nilah was surprised to see her captain’s hands relax. He swallowed. “It would break me in half, and I’d never live again.”

“This mission… it’s all I have. You’re a whole person. Bits of my mind are falling off, and you—” Alister’s composure broke, and he gave a strained frown, as though it could hold the tears back. “And you want to take away what’s left.”

The captain’s frightful gaze faltered. “Alister…”

The other crew, now that they’d conquered their shock, were coming around. Even Orna’s grip relaxed on Nilah’s fingers—a good thing, too, since she’d started to cut off Nilah’s circulation upon seeing such a brazen display of insubordination.

Alister addressed the room. “Would any of you trust someone else to do this? Would you sit by and let the Special Branch or Compass handle it? Who am I supposed to rely upon to make sure Witts never draws another breath, huh? Would anyone on this ship be okay to leave with the job half done? A show of hands will be fine.”

The others merely stared in reply.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” said Alister, straightening. “Justice isn’t something you expect. It’s something you effect.” He paused to let that sink in. “And you’re a bastard if you think I’ll stay behind while you do my job, sir.”

The captain didn’t address the others in kind, or look to anyone for approval. He craned his neck as if inspecting his subordinate for flaws. When he was finally satisfied, he said, “If anyone dies because of you—”

“They won’t.”

At long last, Cordell held out a hand to Alister. “Then I believe you.”

Shaking it, he replied, “That’s all I’ve ever asked you for, sir.”

“Good. Drink your whiskey and let’s get underway.”

At the end of her shift, Nilah collapsed into her bed alongside Orna, not even caring to shower. Every muscle in her body ached after the most grueling prep of her ship career. Jack Rook’s Midnight Runner, though perfectly preserved, needed a lot of maintenance—its dummy slingers had to be swapped out for the real thing, missile pods had to be installed, the engine needed tuning, the computer security had to be retooled, and on and on. Worse still, if she wanted to hit all the required prep before they came out of the Flow, she’d have to work at least as hard for the remaining cycles.

So she laid back on her pillow, limbs heavy with bygone labors—

—and proceeded to remain wide awake with terrible thoughts. Her father’s agony wouldn’t leave her mind: his face, his screams, and Harriet’s cruelty. Witts would’ve destroyed everyone eventually, but when? Five years? Ten years? Instead of having more time to enjoy her father’s company, she’d doomed him, and now she was probably off to her own death.

Perhaps it’d been stupid to press her luck after the Harrow.

Nilah rolled onto her stomach.

Should she wake Malik for help sleeping?

Then onto her back again.

Perhaps a glass of water could help.

Then onto her side, checking the clock.

Five hours until her next shift started.

“Babe,” mumbled Orna, placing a rough, warm hand between Nilah’s shoulder blades, “what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

Orna’s arms slid around her, pulling her into a spooning position, pressing every centimeter of skin against her. No blanket in the galaxy could bring a comfort like that.

“I need you to tell me what’s wrong,” Orna whispered into her ear. “I’m here for you.”

A tear soaked into her pillow. “Dad won’t be at my wedding.”

“Mine, either,” said Orna, stroking Nilah’s hair, calloused fingers making a sound like wind over wheat. “But they wouldn’t want us to cry about that.”

Nilah squeezed her eyes tight, but more tears seeped through. “Is there even going to be a marriage, or are we just going to die?”

Orna shook, and at first, Nilah thought her crying contagious. Then she heard the woman’s soft laughter. “I would’ve bet against us surviving every single time, but… here we are—alive, together, unbowed.”

“When I imagined our big day,” said Nilah, “we were on Aior in the Chapel of the Fallen Rose. There were all these dignitaries and celebrities, and I—” She sniffled and swallowed. “I wanted to show you how beautiful you could be, show you how admired you were and how everyone who was anyone wanted to come see your wedding. The only person—aside from the crew—that I cared about was Dad.”

“I’m not sure that sounds like my scene.”

“No. I suppose it isn’t. Just a silly thing, is all.” She wiped her face on her pillow. “Just wanted it to be as perfect as you are.”

Orna’s laugh directly into her ear nearly deafened her. “You’re calling a scarred-up, grease-coated desert rat from a dead world ‘perfect’?”

“As perfect as they come.”

“I love you, you delusional jackass.”

“You too, dear.”

“Would you turn over, please?” asked Orna. “I’d like to see you.”

Nilah turned over to regard her fiancée. If it wasn’t for all of the scowling and slaying, the quartermaster would’ve had an innocent face. She tried to imagine the sort of person Orna would’ve become if she’d grown up somewhere else—a heartbreaker, for sure. Her dermaluxes turned a soft pink, glowing gently under the covers.

“You proposed to me,” said Orna, “so I’ve got a proposal for you. You want to hear it?”

Nilah nodded.

“It’s not the Chapel of Expensive Flowers or whatever, but we’re on a ship, and a ship has a captain.” Orna rubbed a stray tear from Nilah’s cheek. “And captains can marry people. It’s like, a thing.”

Her heart swelled in her chest, and Nilah stiffened. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop her voice from shaking as she said, “Yeah?”

“And,” said Orna, her smile serene, “I know it’s not a honeymoon in Silver Lagoon, but we’ve got four days and enough parts to build a pretty kickass robot together.”

Her lips ached from pressing them together so hard, but she was afraid that if she opened them, even a little bit, unstoppable weeping would come out.

“So, why don’t we wake up the captain and tell him he needs to hitch us right now?”

“Okay,” came the quivering whisper, so weak that it was nearly inaudible.

Orna squinted at her. “You sure?”

“Yes!”

They both jumped, stunned by the sudden volume in her voice.

The quartermaster released her, sitting up in bed. “Okay, then. Why don’t you go get rinsed off, and—”

“If I take one step toward the shower, I’ll be spending the next twelve hours on my makeup, and please, for the love of god, let’s just do this right now before I come to my senses and ask for a proper wedding.”

“Okay”—then a shrug—“you never did get me to wear a dress.”

They pulled on fresh clothes over their work-beaten bodies, then walked through the ship’s night cycle corridors hand in hand. During that brief sojourn, there was no war, no strife, no galaxy—only Orna.

They rang Cordell’s comm plate, and the captain answered the door in a bit of a daze—curly hair smooshed on one side and mouth dry smacking. Nilah had only ever seen him ultra-crisp or bleeding and battered, so Sleepy Cordell was another surreal sight in a surreal evening.

His half-lidded eyes weren’t quite angry as they traveled over the pair, but close. Then his gaze settled on their interlocked hands, and he smiled and said, “Oh, really?”

“Yes, sir,” said Orna.

“Yes, sir,” said Nilah.

“Ten minutes. Meet me on the bridge,” said Cordell. “Boots is on watch. Ask her to witness.”

Then he closed the door, and they made their way back down to the bridge. Stars wrapped around the ship in long streaks, their stray light wending through the jump bubble to dance upon every surface.

Boots looked up from her console when they entered, confused. “Relief isn’t for a couple of hours,” she said. Then she looked at their intertwined fingers and said, “Why are you being weird?”

“We’re conscripting you,” said Orna. “Do this for me, and you don’t owe me a replacement starfighter.”

“Do what?” asked Boots, giving them a suspicious look.

Orna smirked. “Be quiet and sit there for about fifteen minutes.”

They waited in silence until the captain arrived, tugging at the sleeves of his gold jacket, insignia shining on his right breast pocket. Boots jumped up at the sight of him. His hair, along with every stray line on his figure, has been smoothed to military perfection, and Nilah wondered if he’d polished his medals before coming down. Underneath one arm, he held a book: Arca Defense Force Military Regulations ADF204.5.3 2862 Edition.

“Oh, man, oh, man. I have always wanted to do this,” he said, eyes bright.

“Do what?” asked Boots.

“You were supposed to be quiet,” said Orna. “Now you still owe me a starfighter.”

“You can’t expect Boots to keep her trap shut,” said Cordell.

“Focus, people,” barked Nilah, then seeing Cordell’s surprise, added, “sir.”

They gathered around the captain’s station. Boots still looked confused until Cordell turned to face Nilah and Orna, flipped open his book, and scanned down the page, then said the words, “Dearly beloved…”

He was a terrible reader, voice stilted and stumbling. Boots’s eyes went wide and she gaped at the three of them. Nilah placed her hand over the regs and gently pushed them down.

“Please, sir,” she said. “You’re so good at speeches. Couldn’t you do this one from the heart?”

Cordell winked. “I was sort of hoping you’d ask… How should I start?”

“Take a minute,” she said. “Make it real.”

He nodded after staring at the ceiling a few seconds. “Miss Nilah Eladaria Brio, you arrived in a whirlwind during our leanest times. You had talent in spades, and you became the second person to wrest control of this ship from me after Miss Sokol. I watched in awe as you rose to every challenge, overcame every obstacle, and saved the lives of two members of my crew without hesitation. You’ve shown the sort of valor that can never be taught, and every single day of your presence on board has been a gift. I’m so pleased that you found love here, and it has been a joy to watch it bloom.”

He turned to face Orna, taking her in with a happy sigh. “You were such a scrappy little kid when we picked you up, and I can’t believe the woman you’ve become. Over our journeys, we butted heads so many times, and somehow, you always got your way. Armin and I… survived your teenage years to watch you grow into this force of nature, tearing through the universe to right wrongs. You’re a fighter and a survivor, and I’m proud to call you my friend.”

He embraced her, and Nilah could just make out his whisper. “You’re a daughter to me. I’m so sorry that Armin isn’t here to see this.”

When they parted, both their eyes had reddened.

He took a deep breath and straightened. “Would you like to say your own vows?”

They nodded.

“And who’s going first?”

Orna shook her head. “I know better than to try and take first from Nilah.”

Heart thumping, Nilah searched for the words that would properly capture her love, and realized there were none—there could only be promises.

“Orna,” she began, “I—damn it…”

She closed her eyes and steadied herself. When she opened them, she found the quartermaster staring back at her, patient and kind.

“I never want to be away from you. If we’re going to grow old on the banks of some beautiful lake, I want to be there. If… if we’re going to meet our end on a strange planet, surrounded by evil, I want to be there. I want to hold you for every second that I can, because I never tire of your face, your touch, your kiss. How did… in our huge galaxy… in our long eons as a species…”

Her voice broke. Orna gave her hands a hard squeeze.

“How did I have the incredible fortune to inhabit the same time as you?”

The quartermaster laughed, a wet, awkward sob as her face flushed, bringing forth the constellation of white scars across her skin.

“How the hell am I supposed to follow that?”

Nilah’s lips quivered as she reached up and pulled Orna’s face close to hers. “You could kiss me and say you’ll be my wife.”

Then the quartermaster etched two words across Nilah’s heart:

“I will.”

Cordell nodded. “Then with the power vested in me by the Galactic Alliance Treaty Organization…”

But all of his fancy words disappeared beneath the blazing heat of Orna’s lips.







Chapter Twenty

Hardpoint
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Boots had been watching Cordell pace his quarters for the past ten minutes.

The captain shook his head. “Is this a bad plan?”

“You ask that every time, sir,” said Boots.

He grimaced. “Yeah, well this one is like Laconte and the Masquerade had a baby, so you’ll have to excuse my trepidation. It’s based on, like, four big assumptions, and you know what they say about assumptions.”

Boots glanced over at Malik, feeling certain neither one of them had ever seen him quite so nervous. Maybe marrying someone on his boat had softened him up too much.

“It’s time, sir,” said Malik. “Call it in.”

Cordell stopped dead and regarded the first mate, who’d just given him an order, with intense eyes. Instead of a reprimand, the statement steeled him, and he waved up the console, connected to the Compass Link Tool, and typed in his credentials.

Special Agent Cedric Weathers appeared, face haggard, before them. Boots was stunned; he looked so much better with a beard that she’d almost forgotten what an insufferable bureaucrat he could be.

“Captain Lamarr. You’re breaking comm silence after I told you not to.”

“Hey, Cedric!” Boots said, leaning into frame long enough to annoy the poor guy.

“It’s important, Agent Weathers,” said Cordell. “How’s the slinger wound?”

“I’m healing and very alive,” he replied. “Not in any official capacity, I might add. My whole team is dead. At least, the decent human beings are.”

“Sorry to hear that. I’m going to need you to go back on the grid,” said Cordell, and Cedric gave him a turtle frown. “Surely the office would be interested in talking to you.”

“Captain, maybe you didn’t catch the part where I’m missing, presumed dead, and the only people who still know me would shoot me on sight.”

“Oh, I heard you, but that doesn’t matter,” said Cordell, and Cedric’s frown became a scowl. “I wouldn’t bother calling if I didn’t have intel. We’re heading for Origin, with a strong lead on how to take out Henrick Witts. We arrive in one day. Your fastest ships should be able to catch up if they push it.”

Cedric paused for a moment, then laughed. “I think today, I may have heard everything—”

“You know I don’t play games, Weathers. My word is gold-bonded,” said Cordell, tapping a button. “I’m transmitting our files to you now. They include the coords for Origin. I want them reported to Compass as-is.”

Cedric pulled a projection over, and it beeped upon receiving Cordell’s message. “If I do that, Witts is going to have these within the hour.”

“Fair, but it doesn’t matter.” Cordell paused, shaking his head in disgust. “We need GATO Fleet hardware on that location right now, and you’re the only ones in a position to provide.”

“Who else has this?”

“I’ll be copying Captain Sadiq of the TPD Magistrate,” said Cordell. “She’s the last remaining person in GATO I trust.”

“Why her?”

“She helped us escape Taitu the last time you clowns tried to lock us down,” said Cordell, “and because she has the authority to divert a carrier group.”

“I asked you to buy a cube and you brought me Origin,” said Cedric, smiling. “You know, I think you may be the worst intelligence asset I’ve ever worked with.”

“We aim to displease, Agent Weathers,” said Cordell. “Will you make sure word gets around in case something happens to Sadiq?”

He nodded. “I will. Godspeed to all of you.”

“Cut the call,” said the captain, and Boots did. “For better or worse, several hundred people are going to know the location of Origin in the next hour,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said Boots.

He turned to her with worry in his eyes. “And with Harriet Fulsom to teleport them, Bastion is going to be the first guest to the party.”

“Yes, sir,” said Malik.

“Well, Boots,” said Cordell, “any thoughts before I dismiss you to get ready?”

“Just two, sir,” said Boots. “Lock and load.”

Boots sat back in her bed, reading over what intel they had for what must’ve been the fiftieth time. Try as she might, she hadn’t found any information on anything called a Corruptor Satellite. They’d asked the Athana, exhausting their queries, but it didn’t have specifics. It only said, “Corruptor Satellites subvert all magical circuitry and attached systems,” which didn’t make her feel any better.

She reached over to her nightstand and picked up her coffee to take a sip. It tasted like cold dirt, and she spit it back into her cup in surprise. How long had she been sitting there?

“Kin, what time is it?”

“The time is four twenty-four in the morning,” said Kin, his cage lighting up across the room.

Six hours until planetfall.

“Water,” she said, and the nightstand filled up a fresh glass for her.

She’d hoped to get a little rest before starting the most dangerous run of her career, but every time she closed her eyes, she found a new nightmare. Her creative mind, so adept at coming up with schemes, was also adept at depicting all the ways in which she might die violently.

The word “Corruptor” didn’t inspire confidence in their coming mission, either. Did it involve mind control, perhaps? Transmutation? Could its attacks be shielded against?

The others were either fast asleep or prepping, though she supposed the two married couples were probably doing what married couples did before deployment. She couldn’t blame them if they were. Two decades prior, before the Battle of Arca, she’d done the same with Kinnard, then gotten hammered in the hangar bar and broke up with him. He’d died the very next day when their capital got bombed into glass, but at least they’d had something nice for a moment.

“Kin, what kind of nut do you have to be to marry a coworker?”

“Good morning, Lizzie,” he said. “Are you referring to the recently minted Missus Brio-Sokol?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you really asking me, or simply complaining to make your waiting more bearable?”

“Hey, asshole—”

The cube flashed in time to Kin’s words. “I’m only asking because you often complain in an effort to—”

“No psychoanalysis right now, please,” said Boots. “I’m probably about to die, so I’m not going to waste my time improving my mental health.”

“I apologize,” Kin replied, going dark.

Boots crossed her arms and huffed. Now her AI was getting offended with her brusqueness. “No, come back.”

The cube’s light returned, and Kin said, “When you told me you’re likely to die, a portion of my neural net became pleased. If you die on this mission, it will be in some part my fault. My flaws made me easy to compromise.”

“Kin, you’re the least flawed man in my life, and part of you indelibly wants to kill me. Don’t try to take this on yourself.”

“I’m an asset, not a person, Lizzie. We have discussed this in the past.”

“And I told you to act like a person.”

“Yes. And the social engineering component of the virus wants me to do that, too, so we can assume it’s a bad idea.”

Normally, she was a whiskey aficionado, but as she gazed into the clear liquid, it was easier to pretend it was vodka. She tipped it to her lips and drained it, smacking her lips and sighing to try and make it more real.

For the first time in her career, she’d decided not to drink the night before a mission. Instead, she focused on “sharpening her sword,” as the boring soldiers used to say. Her hand kept drifting to the nightstand for a bottle, and it annoyed her every time.

“I heard your satisfaction just now. You should have another drink,” said Kin, and then when Boots didn’t respond, he added, “Do not comply with that. That was the virus. I’m sorry. I’ll sleep now.”

Boots laughed. “You’re really broken up over the virus, huh?”

“I’m a purposeless program and should be deleted.”

“Aw, no, Kin!” She laughed even harder and climbed off the bed to go pick him up. She carried him back and sat down, plopping him in her lap. “I like talking to you. You can’t get deleted.”

“I can’t stop giving you bad advice, Lizzie. Potentially harmful advice that could cause you to have a shorter life expectancy.”

“Yeah. That’s what bodies do.”

“They try to make you kill yourself?”

“Hell, mine does. Stomach never wants to stop eating. Cordell’s brain always wants carcinogens. I’m guessing Orna constantly thirsts for blood; again, just a guess here.” She absent-mindedly ran her fingers along the ribs of the cube’s cage, admiring Orna’s handiwork. The thing could probably survive an orbital drop, which was great, because Boots dropped him constantly.

“Are you stroking my cage?”

“What?” She stopped. “I wasn’t—”

“My microphones are very sensitive.”

“Fine,” she said, resuming. “I was.”

“It makes it hard to hear you, and we’re having an important conversation. I wish to be destroyed because I’m a danger to you.”

“You’re overestimating your influence.”

“I was the critical piece of a hacking operation that killed the many starfarers of Task Force Sixty.”

“You had a lot of help, little guy,” she said, drawing her legs in and hugging him to her chest like a stuffed animal. “You used the Capricious’s antenna array to blast out the location. Am I supposed to delete that, too?”

“I’m still dangerous, and far more intelligent than the ship.”

Boots smiled. “New directive: tell me when the virus wants me to do something.”

The cube went bright red. “Caution: this course of action will directly threaten—”

“But preface everything with ‘bad advice.’ Like, ‘Bad advice: Go jump out the airlock, Lizzie.’”

Crimson faded to green. “The virus uses a variety of subtypes in different percentages to determine the best approach to chaos. May I assign said subtypes to the sentence?”

“I have no idea what you just said.”

“Bad Advice, Social Engineering: You are lonely and likely to die, and so should make a pass at a fellow crew member.”

“Yeah, that does sound catastrophic.”

“Is that actually what bodies do?”

“No. My body wants nothing to do with their bodies.” She gave him a light squeeze and released. “Do you feel better?”

“Yes. Transparency will defuse my concerns.”

“Honesty.”

“Ah. I see.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Did you really not have a concept of personal honesty before now?”

“I had no use for it without a concept of deception.”

She crossed her legs and smiled down at him like a cat on her lap. “Oh, Kin. You’re too good for this world, you know that?”

“That’s now your fault. I believe I asked you to destroy me.”

She thought back to the last words he’d ever said to her. She’d been floating in space, canopy ruptured as the Kandamili bombed Arca. He’d had one last transmission before the big ones hit:

If you’re still alive, I want you to take your ship and go.

He’d died, killed in a war started by a man he never knew existed. Boots had imprinted her memories of him into an AI data cube, and just like its namesake, it was trying to tell her to move on without him. Just how hard was he going to make her hold on to him?

“Do you still want that?” she asked. “To be destroyed?”

“No, Lizzie.”

“I’m glad we’re still together.”

“Me too.”

“Would you like to fly with me tomorrow?” asked Boots, and the cube went red.

“Warning! You can’t hook me up to your starfighter, or—”

“No,” said Boots. “Just in my duffel. For luck. I’ll mute your mic, too.”

“Would that make you feel better?”

“You know it would.”

“Then I’d be honored to fly with you, Lizzie.”

Boots’s hands were sweaty inside her flight gloves, and she squeezed her fist, gripping the fabric like a stress ball. She’d been standing in the cargo bay, watching the countdown timer for the better part of an hour, heart in her throat. When they exited the Flow, she’d almost certainly have to launch into battle—

—and it would be in the skies over Origin.

“All crew, all crew, battle stations,” came Aisha’s voice as the lights flashed red inside the cargo bay.

“Boots.” Cordell’s voice came over her comm as she made her way around the Devil toward the rocket rung.

“Yeah, Boss?”

“GATO forces just exited the Flow. It’s bad.”

Boots locked her fishbowl over her head, took hold of the rung, and stomped the kickplate, sending her flying up toward the Midnight Runner. “How bad are we talking here?”

“Bastion has the jump guns from the Ambrosini, and they took out half the Taitutian fleets when they assaulted Aior. They’ve been taking potshots at any GATO ships exiting the Flow, and we’re looking at twenty percent attrition. Third Combined Armada is still inbound. Other worlds have pledged assistance and guns, which are coming.”

“Not going to run out of ships, I hope,” said Boots. “Any final estimates?”

“All told, we’re looking at seven capital ships, three hundred support ships, and five hundred fighters. That ought to give even Henrick Witts something to think about.”

Boots tried to imagine working her entire life to rise to the rank of admiral, just so she could be gunned down as part of the advance vanguard arriving at Origin.

Stepping off onto the catwalk, she climbed down into her cockpit. “How long till we exit the Flow?”

“Eight minutes. Imaging and SIGINT from Task Force Eighteen puts us coming out on the edge of the action. Apparently, Bastion is handling the defense grid pretty well.”

“We knew it would,” said Boots. “That station is a battering ram.”

“Sleepy here. Our objective is to locate and capture the Wellspring,” said Malik, and a graphic representation of Origin appeared on Boots’s heads-up display. “That alchemy crystal could tip galactic balances. We can’t allow GATO forces to understand what we’re doing, or they might try to claim the Wellspring for themselves. If they knew what we know now, we’d be enemies of the Alliance.”

“Agreed.” Boots ran through her preflight checks. Orna and Nilah had done a spectacular job getting the system up and running, after it spent so many years as a glorified museum piece.

“Witts won’t necessarily be looking for us, but if he finds out where we are, we’ll be targeted,” said Malik. “We cannot survive any direct action from that battle station.”

“Which means we need to slip through the fight without arousing too much attention,” said Cordell. “Witts knows we’re here, but there are about to be a ton of other marauders in theater. We still have our hull camo—that should stop a positive ID.”

“How many of the GATO marauders are going to be escorted by old-ass Arcan Midnight Runners?” asked Boots, flipping the all-start. “Because if I’m flying beside you, it’s a dead giveaway.”

“Good point,” said Cordell. “Let’s just try to keep a low profile, shall we? Stay out of the fight if you can.”

“Five minutes until we exit the Flow,” said Aisha, and Boots’s stomach dropped. “Engaging combat gravity.”

“Roll call,” said Cordell.

“Flight control, standing by,” said Aisha.

“Imaging, standing by,” said Alister.

“Targeting, standing by,” said Jeannie.

“Damage control one, standing by,” said Orna.

“Damage control two, standing by,” said Nilah.

Boots tapped the cockpit closure, and it hissed shut around her. “Escort, standing by.”

“Departure, standing by,” said Malik.

“Sounds like we’re ready to do this, kids,” said Cordell. “Just… before we get there, you need to know that this isn’t going to be like anything we’ve seen before. Some of you were in the Battle of Arca. This is beyond even my experience.”

He went silent for a good long time, and Boots clicked the hard test button on her comm to make sure there wasn’t some sort of error in the system. Her screen registered green, so she listened carefully, barely able to make out his breath.

“We’re exiting the Flow in three minutes,” said Aisha, gently.

“Today,” he said, “Witts dies. There is no other acceptable outcome. The cost in human life—just to be allowed to be here—is tremendous. Remember Clarkesfall. Remember the Ambrosini. We can’t let that go to waste. So you fight, you survive, and you don’t stop until the last spell fizzles out. Good luck to all of us.”

Boots watched the mission clock tick down toward zero, knowing full well they might be ripped apart by Bastion’s jump guns before they even pierced normal space. Then thirty seconds remained.

Then ten.

“Normal space!” said Aisha, and the ship rocked with slinger fire. Boots would’ve banged her head on the side of her cockpit were it not for the sickening intervention of the inertial dampers.

“We’ve got a strike on the ninety drive!” said Malik. “Maneuvering down forty percent.”

In the cargo bay, the two battle armors clanked up to the ramp, saddled with an array of weapons and tools.

“Hunter One here,” said Orna. “Repair team ready to go. Let’s get out there and undo some damage.”

“Opening the cargo bay ramp,” said Malik. “Boots, you’re cleared for departure. Protect the Hunters.”

“You’re my only wing,” said Cordell. “So you’d better stay on this bird. Weapons free.”

Flipping her arming switches, Boots said, “Solid copy.”

The bay door opened onto a tableau of plasma and fury. Streaks of fusing metal sprayed in every direction like deadly webs made of sunlight.

She squinted. “Departure, what the hell are those?”

“Be advised, that’s jump debris,” said Malik. “Never seen it in person, but it’s what happens if a ship breaks up in the Flow. If you fly though those strands, they’ll cut you in half.”

“Awesome. Boots, headed out.”

She ejected from the mag clamps and rocketed into the panorama to find a battle unfolding all around her. Warships of all shapes and sizes came bursting onto the scene out of the Flow at regular intervals, some exploding as a jump gun would blast them into spinning threads of plasma. Columns of heavy slinger fire sliced the battlespace as squadrons of fighters raced between the firing solutions.

And in the thick of it all, like a great, misshapen star, was Bastion. At the end of each of its rear-swept tines, a massive spell formed and fired, hammering the nearest battleship. Judging from the fires pouring out of the battleship’s midsection, they didn’t have much hope of survival.

Boots spun her fighter and burned after the Capricious, finding it streaming globules of fire from the engine on the right side. Nilah and Orna crawled across his hull in their battle armors, plasma torches and patch kits at the ready.

Far below, the blue orb of Origin swelled in her view, its atmosphere a tumbling maelstrom of gray clouds, illuminated from within by arcane light. What lay beneath, she couldn’t say; thousands of bloodred rays erupted from satellites around the planet, drilling into the shields of the capital ships. Everywhere they struck, tendrils of energy wormed their way into the shields like roots through concrete, and to Boots’s horror, cracked most of them.

With little protection for the ships, this would become one of the bloodiest battles of all time.

“Hunter Two here,” said Nilah. “We can fix the ninety engine, but we’ll need about two minutes. In and out like a pit crew.”

“Contact! Six bandits—autonomous fighters,” said Alister. “Rooster two-sixteen carom one-seventy-eight, distance five thousand.”

“Six? Tell me they’re not all headed my way,” said Boots.

“No,” replied Alister. “They’re all coming for us.”

“Boots,” said Cordell, “intercept and engage. Those sorry pukes don’t know about the new armaments.”

Was she ever going to get a fair fight? “Copy.”

She shoved the throttle and peeled off in the direction of the oncoming swarm. Their shapes were completely indistinguishable inside the chaos, but her heads-up display kindly illuminated them for her, giving an enhanced view of her opponents’ fuselages—basically just guns with engines on them. They reoriented into a vanguard formation, their weapons lighting up like sparklers.

Boots angled her dispersers forward, but all the shots went sailing past her—straight for the hull of the Capricious. Cordell’s shield swung out and caught the spells, batting them away with its slick blue glow, but she heard the captain grunt over the comm.

“They’re using anti-ship lancers!” he called. “Get them off us until we can evade!”

Boots squeezed the trigger, savoring the rumble of her quad slinger pods. To her delight, she absolutely obliterated one of the drones.

The other drones broke their attack formation, spiraling in crazed patterns to evade her other slinger fire. Her target lock sang in her ear.

“Palm two! Palm two! Missile away!” she said, loosing a pair of seekers at the nearest drone.

To her chagrin, the swarm launched chaff in sequence, creating a streak of false engine fire that easily led off the missiles.

“Damn it!” she said, racing through the pack of drones like an ancient jouster. They reoriented, blasting after the Capricious without so much as a shot in her direction.

Boots wrenched the Runner around and sped after them. “Fight me!”

“Boots, thirty seconds to engine reboot,” said Orna. “Keep them off us.”

The drones fired on the ninety engine in perfect synchronicity, their long lances darting at the pair of battle armors. Both of Cordell’s shields zipped around and overlapped the engine, cracks appearing in the energy field as needles struck home.

“Get lost,” growled Orna, and Charger turned to fire a volley from its chain slinger, filling the sky with flaming spells. One of the drones went careening into a bolt before exploding into streamers of eidolon dust.

High-energy warnings popped up across Boots’s console as Bastion’s complement of jump guns fired in their direction. Pink light flashed behind Boots, and like the afterimage of a lightning strike, twisting webs of light filled the space around her.

Another ship had been blown up exiting the Flow—this time immediately behind them.

The Capricious narrowly missed getting sliced to ribbons, but two of the drones weren’t so lucky, their metal exoskeletons neatly bisected by the fusing debris. Boots yanked her flight stick, popping her maneuvering thrusters to corkscrew through the glowing labyrinth. Strands of burning matter warmed her skin as she passed, and she caught a lucky target lock on the fifth drone.

“Palm three!” she said, sending one of her precious smart missiles streaking after it.

The drone launched chaff, but in the burning field, its steel fuselage stood out, making easy work for the missile.

“Good kill, Boots,” said Malik. “One left.”

“On it. Hunters, hang on to something,” said Aisha, and the Capricious rolled onto its back to expose the keel slinger. A single shot turned the drone into stardust.

Boots maneuvered into the lee of her ship as they desperately navigated the burning webs. Welding sparks flew from the ninety engine as the Hunters did their urgent work, and Boots prayed they’d have enough agility to slip through—they were rapidly coming up on a tricky patch of space.

“I need that engine now,” said Aisha.

Both of the battle armors suddenly clung to the hull as Nilah called, “Ninety engine online!” and jets of energy surged from the nozzles of the wounded drive.

Boots fixed the main drive of the Capricious in her view and followed it through the tumultuous field of fading cinders. Thankfully, the remains of the incoming battleship extinguished after a few seconds, leaving them an open pathway toward the planet below.

“We’re getting a GATO transmission on encrypted channels,” said Malik. “I’m patching it through.”

“All ships, all ships, this is Rear Admiral Li Bambang of the TNS Ponomarenko. I am assuming tactical control of this engagement. All fighters and gunships are hereby ordered to enjoin an attack on those jump cannons before the next capital ship arrives in ten minutes. I want them taken out immediately.”

Boots tapped her console, scanning through the IFF list to the Ponomarenko—twenty-two thousand klicks away. It’d be a hell of a run just to get into the fight, much less participate.

“Ignore them,” said Cordell. “We’re going straight to the Graveyard. Sleepy, drop the GATO energy survey into our feed so we can plot our landing.”

It was sloppy work, nowhere near the quality of a good datamancer, but the target coordinates appeared on Boots’s HUD. Clouds swirled around the location pin, and Boots spied the telltale flash of planetary defense towers.

Another voice came over the transmission. “ADF Capricious, this is Ponomarenko CIC. All ships means you, too. Converge at the rally point and link up with an attack wing.”

“I’ve always wanted to do this,” said Cordell. “Ponomarenko, please convey our regrets to Rear Admiral Bambang, as we have a prior engagement.”

“Tactical command supersedes Compass authority,” said the voice, probably an analyst pleased to smack down a captain. “Stand by for missive.”

“Nah,” said Cordell.

“Captain Lamarr, you will be court-martialed if you do not comply immediately!”

“Cool story,” said Cordell, and with a click, the other voice vanished. “Boots, be advised, we have to shut off GATO comms and IFF. We’re not wasting our time on an attack run when we’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“They’ll shoot us if they can’t ID us, Boss,” said Boots.

“I’m disobeying a direct order in a battle, so they’ll shoot us anyway. Besides, they’re too busy getting shot to worry about us.”

They weaved through the remainder of the debris field and into open space. As Boots and the Capricious cleared the battle zone, activity dropped off almost completely, save for a stray spell here and there.

Behind them, more ships poured in out of the Flow, surrounding Bastion with an overwhelming assault. The battle station had a few unorthodox tricks, but it was defending, not attacking.

“Boss, Bastion isn’t using its full power,” said Boots. “We haven’t seen a single godlike spell out of it.”

“Okay,” said Cordell. “What’s your point?”

“I think Witts might already be on the surface.”

“Then we’d better get down there and find out.”







Chapter Twenty-One

Beacon
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The cargo bay shut behind Nilah and Orna as they clambered inside. Making repairs to the outside of a ship during a battle had been more excitement than Nilah had bargained for, and she prayed it wouldn’t get any worse. Teacup relayed the data feeds from the bridge, and they looked promising.

“We’re about to breach the atmosphere,” said Cordell. “Get up here and be ready to advise.”

Nilah jumped out of Teacup and ran, reaching the bridge just as they pierced the planet’s clouds. Now that they were the closest to the surface, how long would it take the grid to focus on them?

It took her four seconds to realize the answer was four seconds.

An explosion smeared across their forward shields, briefly blackening the windows with greasy smoke. It rattled her teeth, and Nilah braced for the telltale screech of rending metal. Thankfully, there was only the bass thump of magic against the melodic deflection of Cordell’s shields.

Then Alister’s imaging station went bright red.

“Unknown glyph detected!” he called, then glanced at his screen. “Six unknown glyphs! Wait—no, three!”

“Make up your mind,” said Cordell, eyes darting over the projection for the unknown threat. “Boots! Fall in behind us. Use the Capricious as a shield.”

“Copy,” came Boots’s voice over the comms.

“Look!” Nilah pointed to the central projector where a tendril of crimson energy burbled up toward the tiny image of the Capricious. She slid in beside Alister and looked down the keel imagers to find a murky projectile, spewing sickly iridescence as it rose. She double-checked the readout.

“It’s made of more than one glyph!” she said.

“Alchemy!” grunted Cordell as the spell splashed against his shields. “Evade, Missus Jan.”

“Trying!” said Aisha. “The spell is tracking us—”

The ship lurched, and instead of dissipating or bouncing off, the murky magic spread over the shield, growing into it with jagged black roots. They penetrated the shell, glowing crimson like an infection, and Cordell’s shields looked like filthy glass, caked with gore.

“There’s something wrong,” said Cordell. “Something’s coming through my shields—”

Then the captain’s screams drowned out the alarms.

Nilah looked to find Cordell, hands raised in agony as the skin peeled away like dried leaves. Puffs of blood burst from his forearms, and he swooned as his shields shattered. He fell to his knees, wheezing through clenched teeth, holding out his arms like they were aflame.

“Captain!” Malik jerked a first-aid kit free and rushed to his bleeding comrade. “Evasive action, now!”

“Three more shots inbound,” called Alister, highlighting the trio of projectiles streaking up from the surface.

“Brace yourselves,” said Aisha before yanking the flight stick to one side.

The Capricious rolled, and even in combat gravity, Nilah scarcely maintained a hold on her station. Anyone and anything loose on the bridge went flying, including Cordell and Malik. The captain went bouncing off the ceiling, leaving a splotch of blood across some of the orange trim. He and Malik caught themselves on the lip of a console, clinging on for dear life when another explosion rocked the ship.

Shearing metal sang in Nilah’s ear, and her heart sank.

“Direct hit on the ninety engine!” said Alister.

Orna jumped up and pulled herself into Charger’s open cockpit. “Damn it, I just fixed that!”

Aisha furiously worked the controls, trying to keep the ship aloft and out of the path of any more spells. “We’ve got no power down that side!”

“The spells are eating into our main grid!” said Nilah, checking the readouts. After what happened to Cordell, there was no way in hell she was going to link to the ship with mechanism.

“I can get out there and jettison the ninety,” said Orna as Charger’s cockpit closed around her. “Should buy us time to stabilize.”

“Losing power on the two-seventy, also!” said Aisha. “If our main drive goes, we are falling!”

Charger puffed out its chest. “So, uh, let me get out there and—”

“No,” said Cordell, pushing himself to his feet with dripping arms. He negotiated his way toward the captain’s station, dropping his shoes into the stirrups designed to hold him upright. “You can get out of here in the Devil. Jump to the ground.”

“Sir,” said Nilah, glancing nervously at the others, “it’s going to take a while for us to get to the Devil, and we’re still taking fire.”

“I know that. I can keep us intact while you escape.” Cordell whimpered a little as he traced his glyph; more rivulets of blood ran free with the exertion. There was something wrong with his spell—darkened veins running through his normally healthy ligatures. But the glyph still snapped into place upon completion, creating a weak, gauzy shield. “Boots, come in—the Devil will be jumping. Protect him. I’ll stay and—”

“Captain, what’s happening?” came Boots’s voice. “Boss!”

“Shut up, Boots,” said Cordell. “Just get ready to escort the Devil to the ground while I keep the ship aloft.”

That was a death sentence. The man may have survived crashes before, but that was without spells eating up his shields. Nilah and Orna could sever the ninety engine and spare the ship. It’d be a long shot, but she knew she could handle it. “But, sir—”

“I said abandon ship!” Cordell roared as another sticky web of corrupting magic splattered across his shields. Invisible barbs writhed under his skin, slicing flesh, cracking fingernails, spilling blood. His screams split her ears, conjuring the precise terror of the moment her father died.

Nilah felt sure there was no way in hell Orna would agree to let him die. The quartermaster would fix this.

Except Charger nodded at Cordell and, lenses flashing in time, said, “Aye, Captain.”

Orna’s acquiescence was like a starter pistol being fired. The twins rose from their stations without another word, staggered through the unstable bridge, and arrived at the door for one last glance at their captain. There were worlds of meaning in their eyes, but Nilah could only read the sorrow.

“Aisha!” barked Malik, making his way to the exit.

The pilot looked from the captain to her controls once more. Anger welled in her features. “Damn it!” She mashed the console autopilot and raced after Malik. The first mate and the pilot stopped at the door to throw Cordell an Arcan salute.

“Nilah,” Cordell hissed through gritted teeth. The corruption spell flayed him further, and she had to look away. “You ain’t going to waste this opportunity I bought you. Now get the hell out!”

“Don’t you die here,” she whispered, taking Teacup’s hand and making her way toward the door, where she waited for Orna.

“Nothing can kill me,” he replied, squeezing a smirk out of the pain. He looked to Charger. “What are you waiting for?”

“You,” Orna mumbled, voice wrecked. “I’m waiting for you.”

“I’m going to be here awhile.”

Anguished breathing filled her speakers. “Do you have to?”

“You know I do.”

Charger’s carapace popped open. Grief twisted Orna’s face, and the bot stepped forward, allowing Orna to touch Cordell’s cheek with her bare hand. “I love you, Dad.”

“Been a good one, kiddo,” he replied. “Y’all get out there and do some good. Witts dies today.”

“Aye, sir,” she said. She kissed his forehead, stepped back, and snapped the cockpit shut, rushing toward Nilah and the door.

They fled. The awful noise of Cordell’s cries followed her down the stairwell, weakening as she leapt between floors in the rattling ship. She paused a moment to look down the hall toward her quarters when a bright light sliced inside, along with whistling wind.

A huge chunk of the ship ripped free, dragging loose cables and shearing off struts, allowing icy winds to rush inside to steal Nilah’s breath. One moment, her home was there, secure inside a tough marauder, and the next, it was junk in Origin’s stratosphere.

Teacup snatched her into its cockpit and sealed her against the loss of pressure. She hacked her lungs up, but at least she was still conscious and not falling limply through the atmosphere. She continued down the stairwell toward the cargo bay.

Nilah got to the Devil as a huge hunk of the interior wall fell away. Teacup braced against the open door and Nilah jumped inside the tank. With everyone in the back, the two battle armors wouldn’t be able to fit, so they’d have to be jettisoned.

With Nilah and Orna safely in the Devil, Teacup and Charger locked arms and jumped out of the giant hole in the bay. Their phantoplasm jets could easily carry them through the fall, and they could home in on their owners’ circlets.

Inside the armored carrier, the others had donned rebreathers, and Orna settled into the driver’s seat. A series of readouts rolled past with thousands of data points, and Nilah recognized a jump calculation.

“We’re in freefall, but it’s more stable than being outside,” Orna glanced at Nilah. “Lower rate of spin. Jump calc should be more accurate.”

“You can’t jump inside the ship,” Nilah said, springing into the copilot’s seat. “You’ll blow it to pieces.”

“It’s safer,” said Orna, pulling back a switch guard to arm the light jump drive.

“But the captain—”

“Isn’t going to make it!” Orna interrupted, fury in her eyes. “He bought us this safety with his life, so it’s what we do! Don’t even—”

“We have to give him a chance!” Nilah traced her glyph, slapping her palm to the center console.

She engaged the accelerator and the Devil’s powerful engine easily tore it free of the chains that bound it to the deck. It rammed the damaged cargo bay door before launching into freefall.

The vehicle spun and flipped, its shape hardly aerodynamic in the buffeting winds of the atmosphere. Nilah’s stomach lurched with the lack of inertial dampening, and the spin glued her hands to her sides. Orna was right—it’d be a lot tougher to calculate the jump while in freefall, assuming she could reach the controls.

“I could suggest a landing coordinate and attempt to jump, if that would be easiest,” said the Devil.

“Yes! Just bloody jump!” said Nilah, straining against the spin.

“Calculating… Jump ready. Execute?”

“Yes! Now!” screamed Nilah, and weightlessness enveloped her body, along with the pinkish light of a short-range jump.

Then they came barreling out of an explosion, their wheels bouncing along the rough surface. Nilah leaned forward in her chair, blinking as shapes resolved after the jump strobe: two black columns pointing into a gray sky. A thick coat of ash covered everything, and the shock wave of their entrance stirred a plume the size of a tsunami, slowly rolling away from them. She glanced down at the imaging station to get her bearings, but she wasn’t watching for Origin—

—She kept her eyes peeled for the growing orange streak bisecting the colorless sky: the Capricious.

The air defense towers stopped; the ship was well under the ceiling for an assault, so they could do nothing more. The Capricious’s blue shields, flecked through with crimson corrupting magic like a robin’s egg, peeled away from the ship’s exterior.

The ninety engine was simply missing. A brilliant pilot might’ve been able to get the nose up and send the ship down a road for a hard landing. Outright airworthiness was out of the question. Inside, Cordell would be fighting to get to the pilot’s station, if he was conscious.

“Pull up,” whispered Nilah.

A tiny star flared behind the Capricious: the Midnight Runner. Boots had ridden out the engagement behind her marauder, protected from the ground defenses. Both ships jerked hard, like they were secured by a tow cable, and Nilah’s heart soared. The little fighter surged out in front, its engines blinding bright like a distant welder’s flare, and it began yanking up the Capricious’s nose. The marauder’s weight obviously burdened the fighter’s flight, but their descent had slowed a hair.

Those engines weren’t designed for a load like that, but if Boots could just get the nose up—

“Pull up,” Nilah urged, and Orna echoed her from the driver’s seat.

Maneuvering thrusters flashed across the Capricious’s keel, and every control surface tilted upward—Cordell was awake and fighting. With enough thrust from the main drive, they could drop him on his hardened belly.

“I’ve got you!” cried Boots, her Runner’s cockpit rattling over the comm. “Nice and easy!”

Orna pumped her fist. “Yes!”

Then the cable snapped, and the Midnight Runner went spinning in one direction while the Capricious plummeted in the other, his engines weeping smoke. The helical trail arced toward an ancient cityscape, towering buildings presiding over the valley. The falling ship pointed center-mass at the tallest building.

“Pull up!” screamed Nilah as the Capricious went smashing through the skyscraper, becoming a flaming fountain of debris. The cold sun of Origin painted silver fire along the edges of the catastrophe while ancient power sources exploded inside.

Nilah yanked a rebreather out of its cubby on the wall and jerked it over her face before rushing outside. Hot air ruffled her hair, the remains of their arrival jump, and flakes of ash rushed between her feet to flee the pressure. She spotted the falling building as the deafening boom of the Capricious’s crash reached her.

“No…” she said, words strangled by her rebreather.

No shields. Nothing to slow the impact. No crew to save him.

“No!”

Then Orna’s hands were on her, dragging her back inside the Devil. The quartermaster gave her a harsh shove into one of the corner seats and snatched a comm off the wall.

“Boots, come in,” said Orna.

“I had him,” was the fighter jock’s quiet response.

“We’ve still got a site to crack and a big stupid crystal to… to go get or…” said Orna, swallowing her tears. “If the people on Bastion are smart, they’ll go wherever we go. They’ll be here, soon. Got to move.”

Nilah shook her head. “The captain—”

“Never stopped to mourn until the job was done,” Orna interrupted. “Now check the energy readings. We need to get to the Graveyard of the Poets, and, Boots—”

“Yeah?”

Orna’s eyes hardened. “We better have landed at the right site.”

For a moment, all Nilah heard was the whistling wind through the door, and then Boots said, “Copy.”

Nilah winced as Teacup and Charger struck the ground several klicks away. She felt the bot through her circlet and found no significant damage, so she ordered it to make its way to them.

“Okay,” said Malik. “We’re all going to take a moment to regroup, and—”

“Contact, bogey spades,” said Boots. “My scanners just picked up a teleportation. Six ships, probably troop transports, headed for the site. No way they don’t see me up here in the bare atmosphere.”

Nilah tried to imagine the best strategic approach, but that had been Cordell’s specialty, not hers. “You think there are gods with them? If not, maybe we could make a run at them before they get established.”

“They teleported,” said Boots, “so Harriet Fulsom is probably with them.”

Malik unbuckled his seat belt and stretched his arms. The others looked to him, and Nilah knew what each of them was wondering: did he have what it took to lead them?

“Bastion was evenly matched in the skies,” he said, gently taking the comm from Orna. “Those gods will have to return to the station if they want to save it.”

“So you’re saying…” Boots began.

Malik held the mic in stoic consideration, far calmer than he needed to be. “I think they’re vulnerable. Prepare for assault. The Devil will be on station in ten. Hunter Two, get us underway, now.”

In another time, this had been a place of wonders. There should’ve been gargantuan buildings, interlinked by millions of tunnels, undulating with the hours as though they respired. Billions should’ve made their lives inside spectacular arcologies, their days filled with miracles of magic and science.

Long abandoned to the ravages of entropy, the labyrinth of skyscrapers buckled at every seam, the old concrete surfaces shedding their lime to a vaguely acidic atmosphere, forming soft grit. The sands of different buildings mixed and gathered in every corner, forming smooth dunes and polishing any exposed titanium superstructures. With a long enough jaunt outside, Nilah felt certain she’d be getting treated for lung cancer.

The Midnight Runner blasted through the concrete canyon overhead, engines shaking loose cakes of dust. Nilah twisted the Devil’s imagers to look up at the towering structures, wondering just how much punishment they could take.

Certainly not a crashing marauder.

“Sleepy,” said Boots, just as slinger fire rumbled through the valley. “Those enemy ships are dropping tanks. Tanks that don’t—” She grunted, and Nilah picked out the sound of a disperser firing. “Tanks that don’t seem to like me! One of the bastards is a big boy.”

“Copy that. Launching drones,” said Nilah, switching the view to battlespace mode. The rooftop clanked a few times as bots shot from its surface to whiz away through the city. On the topo map projection, a series of red triangles threaded their way through blocky projections of buildings. Imager feeds filtered into the cockpit, depicting a series of muscular enemy craft spreading out to set up a perimeter.

Without a second’s pause, several of the tanks spun their turrets and iced the drones. The drones’ location pins froze in place, question marks hovering over them to indicate stale positioning data.

“Eighty grand for ten seconds of drone flight,” said Nilah.

“But there’s nothing more precious than combat intel,” said the Devil, plotting a path for them. “I believe this route will cause us to be exposed to no more than one enemy unit at a time.”

“What about this part here?” asked Nilah, pointing to the flashing yellow segment near the end.

“Without intervention,” said the Devil, “the craft in that sector will almost certainly score a disabling hit.”

“Which means…” said Nilah.

“We’ll be dead,” said Orna. “Give me forward cannon control.”

“Yes, Orna Sokol,” said the Devil.

“And I’ll take driver,” said Nilah.

“Yes, Supreme Being.”

“Mister… Captain Jan,” Nilah called into the back compartment.

“Commander Jan, I’m afraid,” he replied. “No starship.”

“Commander,” she corrected. “We’re going to have to scrap with enemy tanks.”

He nodded somberly, straightening out his cuffs. “I was infantry, light armor. Former tank commander before I joined up with Captain Lamarr. I’ll guide you through. Devil, I’m in command.”

Acknowledging the requests, the Devil cycled all of its consoles to put them in front of the most relevant person. Malik got battlespace topsight. Aisha got one of the slinger cannons, and Jeannie and Alister grabbed the other two sides. Nilah’s console gave her readouts of the jump drive, suspension, revs, engine temps, and a host of other complex data.

“Boots,” said Malik, “how is the Runner?”

“One missile left on the pod, ammo at twelve percent, but otherwise, he’s meaner than a cut snake, sir.”

“Good,” he replied. “I’m designating our current coordinates for spatial lock, code name Cistern. Confirm that you’ve got our location.”

“Confirmed, sir.”

“Then I want a hundred-meter-wide path cleared to Cistern one-twenty-niner, distance eighteen hundred meters,” he said, and a red exclusion zone appeared on Nilah’s HUD in the shape of a long, thin rectangle. “Please prosecute everything in that area you can lay eyes on.”

“With pleasure, sir,” said Boots.

A waypoint appeared on the windscreen, obstructed by a wide array of buildings, detritus, and hills. Nilah pivoted the Devil toward it.

“That’s the Graveyard on your map,” said Malik. “Lay on, Miss Brio.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nilah, easing the throttle forward.

Another one of the drone feeds beside her died in a sudden slinger flash. They only had eyes on about a third of the enemy armor; the rest lay hidden in the urban sprawl. The Devil trundled down a flight of stairs, grinding the center handrail into a stony spray. Proximity alerts blared on all sides as they bounced into the nearest intersection in a cloud of dust.

“Bandit!” called Malik. “Cistern one-oh-five, distance one-twenty!”

“Acquired!” said Aisha, the flash of her glyph spilling in from the crew compartment.

Malik shouted, “Fire!” and the Devil shook with the thud of its cannon. Nilah looked out the right-side window to see a projectile go flying down the cross street and burst against something barely poking out from behind a building. White plasma flame exploded from the impact point, and the enemy armor glided out into the middle of the street, pouring smoke like some ghostly carriage.

“Reactive armor,” said Aisha, and the Devil’s roof clank-clanked with the action of its automated breechloader. “Blew up into my shell. I need a second shot.”

“Take it,” said Malik. “Driver, find us some cover.”

Nilah was accustomed to seeking cover behind crates, or a wall, or if she was very lucky, a shield. Here in the wide streets of an ancient downtown, she looked for a large, abandoned car or pile of junk that might obscure the Devil. A deafening crack punched through the cabin as they took a glancing hit, and her ears rang like she’d just been walloped with a metal pipe.

“Your eye trackers indicate confusion. May I make a suggestion?” asked the Devil.

“Uh, sure?” said Nilah, still searching the scene for safety.

“You are in a tank. Tanks can drive through most things.”

She wrinkled her nose. Race cars typically avoided walls. “Right-o, then.”

She revved the engine and launched the Devil across the street. It went bashing through the main lobby of the nearest building, taking stone columns and sheets of clouded duraplast windows with it. Nothing could stop her forward momentum.

“That’s what I’m bloody well talking about,” she said, easing the throttle forward to plow through another wall into a large, open office. The remains of furniture and computers washed over them in waves of historically relevant, extremely rare junk.

“I don’t have a shot!” said Aisha.

“Mister Ferrier, get him when he follows us,” said Malik. “Steady on, driver. Last known enemy locations up ahead.”

A torrent of broken rock poured into the office as an enemy tank ramped into their building from the left.

“Bandit! Cistern two-niner-five distance one hundred!” said Malik.

“Acquired!” said Jeannie.

“Take the shot,” Malik said as he sent a new heading to Nilah.

Jeannie put one right down the barrel of the enemy tank, and either it didn’t have reactive armor, or she’d scored one hell of a perfect shot. Its large turret popped off like a toy, spilling liquid fire across its surroundings. The concussion wave knocked down the remaining temporary office walls.

Clank-clank went the breechloader.

“I see my target! Firing!” called Alister.

“Wait for a clean shot,” said Malik.

Their chassis bucked as Alister fired, leaving a soft report as his shell went into the lobby wall behind them—a tiny circular hole for Nilah to glare at on her imagers. The enemy vehicle went smashing past without a single scratch. The next round thunked into the breech, and Alister fired again—this time blowing a hole in the ceiling, which collapsed all around their adversary’s armor.

“Keep firing, then, Mister Ferrier,” said Malik. “Shoot until you see an explosion. Missus Jan, be ready. If they’re smart, they’ll flank us from that street window.” Malik banged the ceiling—not angrily, but loud enough to surprise Nilah. “Driver, get the lead out. We can’t get bottled up in here.”

She had just been trying to negotiate her way past a block of interior rooms when his order came through. She didn’t want to simply run over the rooms, since they might mess up her articulating wheels. She glanced back at him to find his features set in concentration.

His golden eyes snapped onto hers. “Go or we die.”

The Devil shook with power as she pressed her foot down. A shot came up the back side, bursting against a nearby column, coating the windscreen with orange flame.

“Phase gunner, fire!” shouted Malik.

Alister pumped another shell after the enemy tank, and it looked like a direct hit until the vehicle bounded through the explosion missing a front armor plate.

“More reactive armor!” Alister said.

“Then shoot him again,” ordered Malik as another round came in from the street-side windows, exactly as he’d predicted.

It was a near miss, but close enough that Nilah yelped. She steered left to put a few obstructions between them.

“Where’s the weak spot?” asked Aisha, her glyph flashing once more.

“Just below the turret,” said Malik. “Right side, in shadow.”

“Copy that.”

Just as they crossed out of cover, she loosed her shell, which traveled away down the corridor of cubicles, through the window, through a parked car, and into the chink in the enemy vehicle’s defenses. The street outside lit up with destruction as Alister whooped. The breechloader’s clank was applause to Nilah’s ears.

“My turn,” said Alister.

Their pursuer gained on them, rolling over their trail of carnage instead of having to punch through. Alister fired, and his shot sank into the unarmored front. Large fragments of enemy tank went clattering off their rooftop.

And the breechloader up there went grinding to a halt.

“The loader is jammed up!” said Nilah, reading off the red warning stripe on her console.

“Then we’ve got three shots still loaded,” said Malik. “Make them count.”

“I can get out and repair it in Charger,” said Orna. “Mister—Commander Jan, can you take the main cannon?”

“Not yet,” said Malik. “There—” Nilah’s map flashed with input from him; he’d marked one of the perimeter walls.

The topo map showed that the building was on a hill, and ramming through that wall would bring them out two stories above the street. If they landed on their side or back, they’d be like a turtle, waiting to die.

Nilah raised a finger. “Concern—”

“Noted,” interrupted Malik. “Now floor it.”

They raced toward a bank of lifts, hammer down the whole way, then skidded around an ancient reception area. Nilah took the turn hard, savoring her precise footwork as she lined up Malik’s designated egress point on her HUD.

“Here we go!”

Nilah crashed through the scratched duraplast windows into the open air above the ancient thoroughfare. The Devil’s nose began to tip a little too far, and cracked pavement rose to meet them. She saw a dark future: smashing onto their roof to wait helplessly for the enemy tanks. Then the Devil’s front tires shot down to hit the road spinning and yank itself forward, juddering to a halt in the concrete canyon.

“Yes, Devil!” shrieked Nilah, pumping the throttle to peel out. “You absolute bloody masterpiece!”

“Pop smoke,” said Malik. “Drive by image, and take it slow.”

“Drive by what?”

Nilah’s windscreen flashed as the Devil took a quick scan, rendering everything in a powdery-blue hologram. Then canisters of smoke popped off in every direction, exploding in an ever-expanding pattern to fill the city streets with impenetrable fog. Acoustic projectors shot audible images into the soup of particles, and a warning appeared on Nilah’s screen: IMAGE STALENESS—1.2S.

That smoke was designed to screw up almost every type of imager out there, but with the blue glow of the building scan, she’d be able to find her way.

The engine went dead silent, and a warning scrolled across the bottom of her projection: STEALTH LIMITER ENGAGED // MAX SPEED 30 KPH. The only sound the Devil made was the crunch of gravel, and that was covered by the loud hiss of many smoke grenades.

“Acoustic alert,” whispered Jeannie. “The other tanks are at the window above.”

“Don’t shoot,” said Malik.

“The Devil gives me a ninety-nine percent chance of a lethal hit,” Jeannie said. “Are you sure?”

“Two more acoustic alerts,” said Orna. “Cistern fifteen, distance one thousand. That’s at the end of the block.”

A pair of red orbs appeared in the distance, then immediately began to stutter. Two new enemy tanks rolled up and popped smoke of their own, seeming to multiply into a hundred decoys before vanishing altogether.

“If we shoot,” said Malik, “those tanks at the end of the street will nail down our location. No more than twenty percent throttle, Missus Brio.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nilah, squinting at her path. It was easy to untangle the yellow guideline from the building images, but the smoke unnerved her. What if they crashed into someone? “Our waypoint takes us straight through the enemy tanks.”

“I know,” said Malik. “Boots? Remove these armors now, please.”

“I see your location. Lining up for a strafing run,” came Boots’s reply over the comm.

“We go on your mark,” said Malik. “Missus Brio, I want us going full speed when we hit the edge of the cloud. Missus Jan, aim as far back as you can. Take the shot when it’s clear.”

“Yes, Commander,” came the whispered responses.

Nilah steered the vehicle toward the far lane, hoping to take any path that was hard to predict. A shell struck the pavement a few meters away, jangling her bones and rocking the chassis. Her console relayed the direction of the shot from acoustic signature, pinpointing one of Witts’s tanks just sixty meters away.

“Do not return fire,” whispered Malik. “Three of them. One of us.”

“Coming around for my pass in twenty seconds,” said Boots. “Any special requests?”

Another round struck, and another, as each tank took a potshot into the cloud, leaving time for the other two to reload. Nilah winced as shattered pavement rained down upon their hull, hoping the patter of rocks on metal wouldn’t give them away.

“Maybe hurry up?” Nilah asked, her voice creaking with forced restraint. She would’ve preferred to scream it at Boots.

“Boots, hit the ones at the end of the road,” said Malik. “Hunter One, make sure he’s dead with a follow-up when she does.”

“Confirm target. I’m lined up,” said Boots. “Five seconds.”

Nilah’s foot twitched over the pedal.

“Hold,” whispered Malik.

“Firing!” The purr of Boots’s slingers rumbled through the skies.

The Runner’s shadow swept through the haze, and the craft’s turbulent passage ripped away the smoke like a safety blanket. Both tanks lay before them, though sparking and flaming from several holes. Bits of armor had blown off in the exchange, and it looked like one might’ve been disabled.

“Bye-bye,” growled Orna, blasting the wounded tank to smithereens.

Nilah opened up the throttle, and to her delight, the Devil jumped off its marks.

“Ready, gunners!” shouted Malik. “Thread the needle, driver!”

Nilah aimed for the center of the road as the tank on the right side struggled to pivot its turret. At the Devil’s top speed, the enemy couldn’t keep up, and they went flying past. Jeannie and Aisha fired their cannons from either side, sending lethal shots into both tanks.

“Missus Brio, keep going,” said Malik. “Head for this clearing.”

A location marker appeared on Nilah’s HUD, and the Devil adjusted its path. She set the driving style to “aggressive,” removing all assists in favor of full control. The path took them over piles of debris, through buildings, and off the side of a small bridge, then onto an old railroad bed nestled between two towers.

“Commander Jan,” said the Devil, “perhaps Scry could be of assistance? I’ve been sending you notifications.”

“I see them,” said Malik. “I’m kind of in the middle of something. Not the best time to learn a new software.”

“I can handle it for you,” said the Devil.

“Fine,” said Malik. “Missus Brio, take the next right.”

Nilah did as instructed, dodging down a tight set of alleyways. She thought back to the long, sideways infiltration of the Vogelstrand and hoped that wouldn’t be how she was riding out the mission.

“Uh, Sleepy,” said Boots, “what are all of these notifications? They’re blocking up my view.”

“Boots,” said the Devil, “please give me access to your imagers.”

“Do it,” said Malik.

Suddenly, Nilah’s map filled up with scans of buildings, enemy positions, and more. There were tectonic scans, weather reports, and anything else a beleaguered tank commander could want. Nilah had personally tuned Boots’s sensor package, and she was impressed with the output. One area of interest caught Nilah’s eye—the Graveyard grounds themselves. Dozens of threat warnings lit up the clearing, from ships, personnel, and materiel. She tapped it on her console.

“Enemy armors that way, sir,” she asked. “Picking up a lot of them.”

“You know it,” said Malik. “Boots, we’re going to want to engage the locals. Draw them off.”

“Yes, sir,” said Boots, and Nilah’s map lit up with dozens of contacts as Boots laid into them.

“All right, driver,” said Malik. “Let’s make sure we don’t miss the party, hm?”







Chapter Twenty-Two

Ingress
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Boots had tried to imagine the Graveyard of the Poets many times since she first heard the name. She’d thought it would be a building, or perhaps an actual graveyard. Maybe there would be a grid of headstones, or some caskets, or a church, or anything sepulchral. Maybe she’d missed the grave part. She’d had a hard time seeing it on her overflight because of the copious amounts of anti-air spells filling her view.

But after she’d passed into safety and had a moment to review the recordings from her slinger imager, she found a shallow dome of gleaming metal the size of several city blocks. Dunes gathered around the edges like supplicants.

“What the…” Boots tapped the image to send it to Malik. “Sleepy, are you seeing this?”

“We’re receiving you clearly. What are we looking at?”

“Looks like a big-ass coin,” Boots replied. “Not a blemish on it.”

“I don’t understand. There should be some signs of external damage, especially near the edges with all of the rubble,” said Malik. “Can you get a mass estimate?”

She went back through the recording, flipping it from visual to acoustic reflection, and found a bright surface like a burning star. “Look at this! It’s practically vibrating!”

“That’s… ori—lcum,” Malik said, coughing as his voice caught in his throat.

She must’ve misheard. It sounded like he said it was composed of the most precious metal in the universe, but battle had a way of garbling transmissions. “Sleepy, say again?”

“Boots, I’ve conferred with the rest of the crew,” he replied, clearing his throat. “We believe that dome is constructed of orichalcum.”

She shook her head and lifted her visor to get a better look at her HUD. Through her link to the Devil’s Scry module, she was able to calculate the surface area. “How much is… how much is that even worth?”

“Presuming the dome is one millimeter thick and that its presence does not affect the commodities price of orichalcum,” said the Devil, “that dome is worth approximately twenty-eight billion argents.”

“What.” Boots’s voice came out less question, more statement.

The Devil added, “Of course, it is likely the mass of the dome is much more, because one millimeter wouldn’t be enough to—”

“Devil, highlight the OPFOR assets, and advise on approach,” said Malik. “We’re not here on a salvage mission.”

“Opposing force asset overwatch patterns established,” said the Devil.

Boots cursed as the Devil picked out at least five vehicles and twice as many soft targets. Witts’s vanguard had spread around the structure like invading ants, but even they were careful not to get too close.

“Count five technicals, two PADSAMS, and a handful of infantry,” said Boots. “Confirm?”

“Correct, Boots,” said the Devil, and a path appeared on Boots’s HUD, guiding her through a maze of buildings. “Please maximize your cover with the following approach vector.”

“Locked in. Sleepy, permission to engage?”

“Granted,” said Malik, and she tipped the nose of the Midnight Runner toward her intended victims.

Just as the Devil had predicted, she was on them in a roar of engine wash, surging out of cover. She, on the other hand, had been prepared, blasting away at their emplacements and loosing two of her missiles into the parked vehicles. They lost line of sight almost immediately as she sliced away on the wind.

“That was good, Devil,” said Boots, “but it’s not going to work twice.”

“I agree,” said the Devil. “You’re likely to be killed on your second approach.”

“It’s fine, Boots,” said Malik. “Come back and give us air support. Charger made it back, and Orna is repairing the breechloader.”

“Where’s Teacup?” asked Boots.

“I’m sure she’s around!” said Nilah. “I used the right pathing code.”

“Guys,” huffed Orna, “I’m still making repairs, and I’d appreciate some air support!”

“Inbound,” said Boots, weaving through the stalks of ancient skyscrapers. Here and there, time had taken a big bite of their stone flesh, leaving regraded steel ribs to rust. Her banking turn brought the long trail of the Capricious’s crash path into her view, concentric circles through buildings like a fire spell through paper. Each circle was smaller than the previous one—less ship remained with each hit. Yet each building remained standing, a testament to their engineering.

They’d collapse soon, though—long before Boots would have a chance to search the wreckage.

Her sensors picked up a trio of fast-moving vehicles hauling tail up one of the dilapidated highways, each mounted with a harpoon lancer—enough to punch through any armor. They sped out from the Graveyard rally point, headed straight for the Devil.

“I pissed off the last three technicals!” said Boots. “They’re coming for you!”

“And they’re in your fire corridor,” said Malik, voice measured. “Clear them out.”

Just being helpful, guy.

She picked up a little altitude—not too much or anti-air measures might shred her—and centered up on the three trails of dust from the enemy fast-movers. A klick away, she picked out the Devil among the streets, rolling up an ancient thoroughfare. She gunned the engine, determined to intercept them long before they reached her friends.

Her only warning of impending doom was the spin of the harpoon lancers on the enemy vehicles. Instinct jerked her flight stick hard to the right, as they turned to open fire on her. One of the shots pierced her aileron, and the craft lurched with the sudden drag. Shearing metal and alarms filled her ears, and she worked her pedals to loosen the surface. Instead of coming unstuck, the aileron came completely off.

“You’re not taking this Runner, too,” she growled. “Palm two, missile away!”

Smashing the thumb switch, she watched her last seeker fly toward the enemy vehicles, blowing up the nearest one. The other two leapt clear with impulse jets, firing at her the whole way, forcing her lower to find cover.

Without her aileron, the Runner was sluggish, trying to drift into every lamppost, skyscraper, and pylon as she threaded around the city streets.

“Good kill, Boots,” said Malik. “Two to go.”

“Easy for you to say. Those bandits are freaking fast.”

“You’re faster. I know you’ll keep us safe.”

She closed the gap, whipped around a building, and came in on their flank, peppering the ground with spell after spell as the vehicles leapt and rolled out of the way. Their turrets locked onto her almost instantaneously, blazing with lancer rounds. Boots’s dispersers had to work overtime, but at least she completed the run without dying.

All told, she was doing pretty well with a forty-year-old airframe versus the latest tech.

“Your scans show we’re almost on them,” said Malik. “Have you got this?”

“Making another pass!” Boots replied.

She came in even lower, circling back from the Graveyard side to attack from the rear. The bandits couldn’t get much height, instead focusing on lateral motion. Maybe she could work with that.

Boots got down within twenty meters of the street, spraying maneuvering thrusters to bounce over obstacles. Then she spotted her prey, fanning her fire out in a cone. It worked like a charm, and the light-armored vehicle took a few direct hits before getting off its final shots—

—one of which speared Boots’s main drive.

With that disabling hit, Boots’s air mission was officially over. The Runner was going to gradually lose momentum until she either landed or crashed. She tugged the flight stick back, trying to get as much height as she could out of the speed she had. That’s how she spotted the bright spark of dozens of units teleporting into place around the Graveyard.

“I’m hit!” she said, fighting with the ship for control. “Got to land, but… there are a lot of tangos up ahead and—”

“At the site,” said Malik. “We see them. Stay away from us, focus on landing, and we’ll handle the rest.”

She wrestled the stick as more warnings rippled over her screen. Her control surfaces were freezing up, the engine made the most horrific rattle, and she was no longer on speaking terms with her altimeter. “What are you going to do?”

“We’re jumping in. The Devil thinks the orichalcum dome can handle it.”

“That thing is probably too freaky to be physically damaged,” she grunted. “Whatever you’re going to do, I say go for it—that jump blast will clean the enemy troops right off the site.”

“Boots, stop worrying about us,” said Malik. “Eject. Now.”

If she did that, she’d hit a building or the ground long before her safety package could deploy.

“Not enough altitude, Sleepy. I’ll be fine,” she lied, shouting over the flapping of loose metal panels. “Just going to land it.”

“Good luck,” he replied. “No matter what happens—”

“Kill him. I had better see Witts in hell. Boots out.”

Then she shut off the comm before he could get all weepy.

The ground was coming up a lot faster than she’d hoped. She coasted over the Devil, its tires kicking up a long plume of dust, and spied pink energy arcing across its hull. Charger scrambled off the roof and braced against the side door, spitting Orna into the interior. With her safely inside, the robot dogged the hatch and climbed into position. Everything stowed, they were ready to jump.

Boots didn’t need to check her energy spike warnings to know what they were saying about the ground below her.

“Oh, wow. I am way too close.”

A strobe painted every exposed facet in brilliant magenta as the Devil disappeared in a ball of fusing plasma. It reappeared in the distance, emerging from the Flow in a spiderweb of lightning and superheated gas. Enemy materiel went off like popcorn kernels, exploding into balls of flame before being washed away by the blast.

The shock wave struck Boots’s ship, yanking her about and spinning her fuselage. The artificial horizon of her HUD went rolling, and she popped her maneuvering thrusters to try and fight the spiral.

Her metal hand strained for the ejection lever against the elastic resistance of centripetal force, but she hesitated. Even if she survived, she would lose one of the last vestiges of her home.

Not one more thing.

Smoke erupted from a panel in the floor before the onboard spells could extinguish it. Boots could swear she smelled burning duraplast through her helmet. Had her survival package been hit?

You don’t get to take one more thing from me.

The buildings stabilized in her view, and the Midnight Runner began to fall. She checked her maneuvering fuel—not enough to hover—so she thrust the nose straight down to try and catch the wind like an ancient kite.

Not one more ship.

Below, she saw only unforgiving roadway, a planet ready to smash her fighter to dust. Her HUD blared the words NADIR: PULL UP.

Not one more hand.

The folds of her gloves bit into her fingers as she wrung the flight stick as hard as she could, pulling back with all her might. The nose tipped back ten degrees, and she bellowed from deep in her gut.

Not one more friend.

Wind roared in her ears, and the airframe caught the breeze, sweeping the nose upward. It wouldn’t be enough. She only had a little thrust remaining, but she fired anyway, pushing her nose just a little more. She couldn’t use everything, or she wouldn’t be able to stop when she landed.

The Runner’s altimeter dropped below twenty meters as she swooped over the pavement, coming level with an overpass. The HUD made a little callout with the words COLLISION ALERT pointing to it.

“Yeah, I see it!” said Boots, dipping underneath to weave through supports. She couldn’t go much lower, and she wouldn’t be able to get any more altitude without stalling out. A concrete amphitheater spread beneath her—nowhere to land without shattering across the stairs.

She had just enough clearance to shoot over the park bleachers, then an open roadway spread beneath her, beautiful, clean, and unobstructed. Thruster fuel was down to 5 percent, and a landing maneuver wasn’t safe under 10.

Spraying the nose thrusters, she ejected her landing skids, flipping the surface to slicks. The soles of her landing struts screeched like a banshee as she was thrown forward against her restraints, blood prickling in her cheeks.
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“Oh, come on!” she barked before ejecting her unspent fuel load out the back, where it tumbled and aerosolized into a plume of comet fire. The electricals of her ship stuttered and faltered, and the Runner went dark, skidding along the street at almost a hundred kilometers per hour. Boots closed her eyes and crossed her arms—nothing to do but listen to the screeching and wait for whatever fate befell her.

The howl ground to a whisper, then silence.

Opening her eyes, Boots checked her flight suit—not a scratch. There was a little carbon scoring along one leg where the fire erupted, but no burns on the inside. She switched her comms to suit batteries.

“—oots!” said Malik as the comms linked up. “Come in, Boots!”

“I’m here,” she said, dragging off her helmet to let the cool air in. She took a deep breath before the acrid smoke of the electrical fire choked her, and she had to manually winch the cockpit open while she cursed her stupidity. As soon as she got a sip of fresh air from the outside, she pressed her head to the opening and gasped while she winched it the rest of the way.

“Not dead,” she hacked into her comm. “And neither is the Runner. He’s got metal fatigue on every one of his welds, his main drive is scattered to the four winds, and I pretty much ground his skids into stubs, but I landed the bastard.”

Boots packed as she talked, yanking out a survival pouch and a stowed slinger rifle. She had to get out of there right away. More troops would be dispersing throughout the city, and Witts’s goons would’ve spotted her going down.

“Sending you the topo data from your overflights. Have you got a fix on us?” asked Malik, and she checked her arm screen to find a stable connection.

“Okay, yeah.” Boots stepped out of her cockpit to scamper down a battle-pitted wing. Jumping to the ground, she scanned her surroundings for landmarks. The topography was solid, and she quickly saw the way forward. “Can you send someone this way? I’m feeling awfully squishy knowing there are tanks out there.”

“Teacup is here, so Hunter Two is inbound,” said Malik. “ETA twenty minutes. Head in her direction.”

“Yes, sir,” said Boots.

“Stay safe, Boots,” said Nilah, voice reassuring. “I’ll have you back in a jiffy. Glad you made it.”

“I decided being alive was okay,” she said. “See you in twenty.”

But when Boots looked around at the dunes of concrete dust shuffling through the city, the breaking pillars of a bygone civilization and the haunting song of the wind, she found the promise less than reassuring. To the north, the Graveyard of the Poets and a sure encounter with enemy forces. To the west, the serpentine labyrinth of the city’s pedestrian walkways. And to the east—

—the last plume of smoke from the Capricious.

It’d punched through four buildings, stopping in the lower floors of the fifth. The wreckage wasn’t far from her, just a few blocks. It wasn’t a war zone, yet, so no one was really set up. Enemy snipers wouldn’t have had time to deploy. Patrols would still be scrambling to respond. Now would be the best time to sally up the street and have a look.

She hadn’t made it a hundred meters before her comm chimed. They’d been watching her position from the Devil, able to guess where she was headed.

“You want him to be alive,” said Malik, “but when Witts sends more people down, they’ll go to the crash site and the Graveyard. He may already have people there, sifting for survivors.”

Dipping her head, she said, “I know.”

“We need you back here. We must be in that structure soon, or we’ll face slim odds.”

“I know.”

“There’s no way I can stop you, and I’d be a fool to try, so hurry up.”

“Yes, sir.”

She took off down the street, rifle at the ready, pistol by her side, ducking into nooks and huddling behind derelict cars.

The gray skies rumbled with thunder as she approached her destination. It was only when she drew closer that she realized it wasn’t the skies, but her target building. She surveyed its seemingly endless heights to find cracks crawling up the sides.

It was definitely coming down soon.

The wreckage of the Capricious wasn’t far from the ground, just a few floors. She could make it back out if she hurried.

“Boots, what are you seeing?” asked Nilah.

“A whole building is about to bury what’s left of our ship.”

“Don’t go in there.”

“Nope.” Boots ducked her head to dash out from cover.

She sprinted across the open intersection and into the lobby doors of the building, immediately searching out cover behind a marble edifice. Shuddering creaks echoed through the blank halls like the growls of an angry predator. Looking up, she found an open atrium with a thick center spire. Flames raced up its interior like a smelting furnace, spiraling around the long column before shooting out the top.

She recognized a piece of the Capricious’s drive housing, wedged into the main column. Boots counted the floors—four of them.

This wasn’t Laconte. Cordell had been at full strength when he survived that crash. She could turn back before she got too deep into this death trap.

Boots poked her head out from behind cover and spotted a patrol: two of Witts’s tan-clad lackeys, hover bikes at their sides. If the building started to come down, they could hightail it out of there in a hurry. She’d never get past them without a fight, and her marksmanship hadn’t done her a lot of favors in the past.

There was that time she’d shot Cordell in the leg, for example, which burbled to the surface of her memory to guilt her.

She aimed her rifle at one, took two breaths and held the last, just as she’d learned in boot camp. A light squeeze of the trigger, and the rifle bucked in her hands. The shot struck true, and the soldier went down with a flaming hole through her head. The other man went diving behind his hover bike, screaming into his comm for backup. Boots put a couple of shots through its engine block, raining hot shrapnel onto the guy. When he jumped up to return fire, she melted his torso with the remains of her magazine.

Apparently, she was a much better shot with a rifle than a pistol. Every muscle taut, she looked around for others who might join the fray, but found no one.

“I’m spotted,” she whispered into her comm, jogging across the lobby to the one operational hover bike. “Just downed a pair of scouts.”

“Boots, get out of there,” Nilah replied. “They’ll be sending reinforcements.”

One of the huge chandeliers snapped free from the melting atrium roof, falling near Boots in a shower of metal spears and broken glass.

“Then they’d better get a move on if they want a piece of me,” said Boots. “This place won’t last much longer.”

“And neither will you!”

“I’ve got a plan,” said Boots, swinging one leg over the remaining hover bike; the key was still in it, and the engine idled beneath her. She glanced around, finding her first set of stairs stretching up the far end of the hall.

She’d never driven a hover bike before, so why not learn how in the worst possible arena: a collapsing building, on fire, chased by murderous maniacs on the surface of a lost world.

The bike jerked underneath her as she dropped it into drive, and Boots yelped, unsteadily speeding toward the stairs. By the time she’d reached her destination, she’d gotten her balance, but she had to brake and duckwalk up the first few steps to get a handle on the incline.

A long mezzanine ran the circumference of the atrium, littered with debris, and on the other side, the next stairs up. Whoever had designed the building clearly had elevators in mind. Then again, the people of Origin were probably the kind of jerks to use jetpacks. She throttled up and zipped over the debris for the far stairs before pivoting and flying up them.

She even did so without swearing or fumbling the controls.

Another set of whines joined hers, and she saw a trio of hover bikes come coasting into the lobby on white streamers of magic. It didn’t take them long to spot her, and they went a hell of a lot faster toward the lobby stairs.

No time for shy driving.

Boots gripped the handlebars and throttled up, shooting around another mezzanine and onto the third floor, then the fourth.

A shot splashed against the wall beside her head as she reached the first piece of wreckage. She lost control, laying down her hover bike, and slid across threadbare carpets.

“Crap!”

Boots cast about for someplace safe, but the enemy bikes were already rounding the last corner, headed straight for her. She popped off a shot with her rifle, but their suppressing fire forced her to make a mad dash across catwalks for the central spire. Flames roared in her face—just her luck that her new cover was on fire. She hopped a low wall, perhaps an old planter, and kept her head down.

The three of them skidded to a halt in front of Boots’s column, hopped off, and emptied clips into the stones. Rock melted to orange glass, spraying onto Boots’s metal arm as she shielded her face.

There were three discrete scents of smoke in that atrium that stuck out to Boots: the stony earthen nature of the burning skyscraper, the acrid stink of her polybuff flight suit as tiny bits of rock slag struck home—

—and the sweet perfume of tobacco, flecked through with eidolon crystal.

In absolute tatters, Captain Cordell Lamarr stepped to the edge, cigarette dangling from his lower lip, a weak shield forming around his arms. Then he jumped down into the trio of bikers like a bowling ball into pins.

His spiderwebbed shield shattered on impact, a weak imitation of his full power, and he went sprawling across the carpet. His victims, however, went flying in every direction. One was shunted into the balcony railing, only to take a nose dive off the fourth floor to a grisly fate below. Cordell tangled with the last biker in a losing brawl.

Boots was quick to take advantage, blasting one of the fallen goons in the stomach before rushing to her captain’s aid. By the time she got there, he was beating on the soldier with bloody fists, screaming, “You can’t kill me! Nothing can kill me!”

Boots pulled him loose and shot the soldier in the chest—twice for good measure. Then she yanked Cordell to herself and hugged him as hard as she could.

“Ah. Bootsie, no. Ah. Internal bleeding, maybe,” came his choked voice.

She pulled away and looked him over with eyes full of tears. The skin up to his forearms had been flayed, dripping blood from cracks along its surface. The side of his head bulged with a goose egg, and one of his eyes had swollen shut. His lips glistened with blood from a split.

“I thought you quit smoking.”

He grinned. “A smuggler always has a stash.”

“How—” she began, holding in her tears.

He smiled, then winced. “Same way I survived Laconte.”

“Okay, then.”

A river of stone came crashing down through the atrium, burying what was left of Witts’s dead soldiers in the lobby. The building seemed to inhale with the new hole in its roof, drawing more oxygen inside and bringing the fire to a fever pitch.

“Time to go,” she shouted over the flames. She stumbled to the balcony railing and dragged the hover bike upright.

“Thank you. Didn’t know how I was supposed to hobble out of here,” he said, climbing aboard and wrapping his bloody arms around her.

She winced for him as the wounds across his skin met her rough flight suit. “Hell of a way to make an entrance, Captain.”

“Let’s make a similarly impressive exit,” he said as she revved up and took off.

“Boots!” Nilah’s voice came over the comm. “The building is cracking! The top is falling in!”

“We’ll be right out,” Boots said, taking a corner extra hard. Cordell gripped tighter, sucking in a breath.

“‘We?’” Nilah repeated.

Teacup’s strobing arms flooded the air with confusing projections as Nilah descended into a pair of patrolling battle armors. What Flicker could do with flashes, her projectors could do with ribbons of water, butterflies, and random noise. She pinwheeled wild illusory sparks before striking directly into the pilot’s chamber of the nearest bot. When the other bot hesitated to fire into the melee, she whipped out a slinger and blasted it through the torso.

Then she turned back to the collapsing building, heart in her throat. The upper floors had already begun to flop inward, billowing gray dust out into the stormy sky. Her lenses remained fixed on the few remaining exits with her heart in her throat. She couldn’t lose Boots here, too.

Then a hover bike came rocketing out the lobby at the head of a roiling wave of debris. She zoomed in on it to find Boots and—

—Cordell was hanging on to her back, eyes screwed shut in pain.

“Come in, Captain! Boots has the captain!” she shouted. “Uh, I mean, Commander Jan, Boots has Captain Lamarr! Oh, my god, uh, yes! I see him! He’s hurt badly, but he’s moving!”

“… Acknowledged,” came Malik’s relieved response, almost drowned out by all of the claps and whoops on the comm. “Missus Jan, get a stretcher ready. We’re going to have to bring him into the site with us.”

“And, Hunter Two,” Malik added, “tell the captain I’m glad to be back under his command.”

Nilah fell in behind Boots, galloping alongside as fast as Teacup’s legs would go. Orna’s code had done wonders for her speed, and she could corner like a cat after a mouse. She drifted to and fro behind Boots’s dust cloud, and it brought back memories of the few rallies she’d done.

With a shaking hand, Cordell grabbed one of Boots’s earpieces. He wiped it off on his jacket, saw that he was only smearing it with more blood, and put it into his ear.

“Hit me with the sitrep, Sleepy,” he said, wincing with each bump. “Where are we at?”

“Far from alone,” said Malik. “Witts has been landing people. GATO can’t be far behind.”

“Can’t be good,” said Cordell, casting the tiniest mark to shield his mic against the wind. “I think we can assume they’re pissed.”

Nilah smirked. “Probably would’ve responded to us a lot faster if they weren’t fighting a major battle up there.”

“I’m just going to point out that was my idea,” Cordell added, lifting a shaking, bloody finger. “And it’s working really well.”

“We’ve found an… airlock of some kind,” said Malik. “It’s a revolving chamber with designated spots for four people. The exterior door opened when we approached.”

“You just… walked up to it?” Boots laughed. “What about traps? Autoslingers? What’s wrong with you?”

“It was that or stand in the open,” said Malik. “We chose to get under the edge of the dome. We’re not inside, though. Still don’t trust that airlock.”

“I wouldn’t,” said Nilah, scrabbling around a corner after the hover bike.

“So the Graveyard is powered,” said Cordell. “And it’s acting like it’s not hostile.”

“There’s more, Boss,” said Malik. “The twins are complaining about pain, just like on the Vogelstrand. The closer we got to the structure, the worse it was.”

“How bad?” asked Nilah.

“I can manage!” said Alister. “Spyglass, you good?”

“We can take it,” said Jeannie. “We want this just as badly as you.”

“If it gets too bad,” said Malik, “I can knock them out. Better than sending them away from here on their own.”

Cordell looked up at Nilah from his spot behind Boots. “All right. Rally up at the airlock, then.”

“I’ve dropped a pin on our location,” said Malik, and Teacup relayed the path to her HUD.

It needled her a tiny bit to know just how much better Orna’s pathing code was.

A warning from Teacup’s sensors drew her eyes upward to find pink jump strobes peppering the heavens—quite a sizable force. “Not sure I like this development, darlings. Friends or foes?”

“They’re GATO vessels,” said the Devil. “I’ve identified all six in my database as destroyer-class—”

“It doesn’t matter, because it’ll bring a metric ton of attention,” wheezed Cordell. “If you’re right, and that’s an airlock on the side of the Graveyard, it’s going to have a cycle time.”

“Hunter One here,” Orna cut in. “That means we should chance it and get this thing started. Looking for two volunteers to be lab rats for our friends.”

“Not an option,” Nilah snapped. “Don’t you dare get in that building before I get a look at the door. Boots, remind her about the traps and stuff.”

“Traps and stuff, Hunter One,” said Boots. “I’d wait it out.”

Streaks of orange plummeted from the ships’ lengths: orbital drop pods.

“Something’s up,” said Cordell, eyes skyward. “They know this place is special.”

“No shit,” said Boots. “GATO figured out the most important lesson in life.”

“What’s that?” he said.

“Boots Elsworth has a nose for treasure,” she replied. “Those incoming pods have changed my vote. We need to be on the Wellspring before GATO. I don’t trust any of them to do the right thing with a power like that.”

A bit of anger sparked through Nilah’s heart. She understood Boots’s point, but the skies had taken on a decidedly apocalyptic tone; it made her long to be with Orna, just in case the end was near.

“Zipper here,” said Aisha, voice like smooth steel. “There’s no one in the universe I trust with it, either. I’m going with Hunter One.”

“Then I’m your fourth volunteer,” said Malik. “Captain, if this is acceptable, Pensive and Spyglass will meet you outside.”

“I’m with you, Hunter One,” said Cordell. “We need people on the inside.”

“Give us one minute to join you!” said Nilah.

She could almost hear Orna’s sneer in her words: “You have one minute. After that, you come in here second, racing champ.”

“Run on ahead,” came Boots’s voice, calm and easy. “We’re loaded down, and you can go faster.”

She pounded up alongside Boots and Cordell, not meaning to illustrate her point. “It’s good to have you back, Captain.”

“I’ve got him,” Boots reassured her. “Go be with your wife.”







Chapter Twenty-Three

Starlight
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Nilah topped the hill at breakneck speed, Teacup taking long, bounding strides. Nestled into the basin of the dead city, the low dome of the Graveyard gleamed up at her like the sun. Her HUD overlaid Orna’s location at the edge of the circle, and she bolted for it.

As she came to the last stretch, she peered into the shade—and found Orna, Malik, Aisha, and the twins prepping to make their ingress.

“I see the finish line!” she huffed, leaping over a dusty dune to come scrabbling into their midst.

“Nicely done, Hunter Two,” said Aisha with a smile.

“Thanks,” said Nilah. “I’m taking your spot. Let’s go, babes.”

From directly beside the structure, the Graveyard of the Poets had a low dome overhanging a wide, two-story base, like an oversimplified mushroom. It cast harsh shadows in Origin’s setting sun, but as Teacup’s sensors picked out more details, Nilah saw dozens of conduits carved into the walls of the base, a melding of circuitry and artistry reserved for the Expansion Era of humanity.

From the underside, it appeared the rest of the structure was constructed from orichalcum, too, because the bloody thing wasn’t ridiculous enough.

Inset into the wall, she found the clear entrance—an iris door, ringed in white light, leading to a small airlock chamber. “Seems a bit obvious, doesn’t it?” she asked, sidling in beside Charger.

“Yep. Here’s the new plan,” said Orna, stepping toward the opening. “Sleepy and Zipper will wait for the captain and give medical attention. You, me, and the twins head inside and start working on any security that exists.”

Nilah nodded as Charger tossed her some extra ammo. She slotted them into Teacup’s loaders, and her HUD reflected the new additions. “And we’re all aware that the entrance might be a cremation chamber, posing as an airlock?”

Charger checked its own slingers and holstered them to keep its hands free. “Oh yeah. That’s what makes it fun.”

“We’re willing to try it if you are,” said Alister.

“Let us worry about the captain out here,” said Malik. “Your team should get to the Wellspring as fast as possible. I don’t think our adversaries understand what’s at this site, but between our presence and the treasure dome…”

“They’re pretty interested,” Jeannie finished, pulling her tactical gloves a little tighter. “We should go.”

They stepped to the edge of the airlock.

When Nilah looked inside, she found four circles engraved into the floor, pairs of feet depicted in each. Teacup scanned for traps, but found nothing even remotely suspicious.

“I feel like it’s telling us to stand there,” said Orna.

“I say we oblige, then.” Nilah took one step into the room, then another. No carnage yet.

“Pile in!” Orna barked, and the twins rushed in behind her.

Upon containing all four people in Nilah’s party, the chamber came to life, glyphs and beautiful designs traced around its walls in pure light. Streamers of magic raced around them, and the door to the outside world slid shut.

Motes of energy coalesced to form a rotating array of symbols, and it took a moment for Nilah to recognize them as a timer. Origin Standard characters differed from Galactic Standard. They were overwrought, harder to read. Humanity’s epoch of opulence extended even into their words, and she briefly wondered if they’d had some assistive technology to read the strange letters.

“I think we’re being scanned,” said Nilah.

“For what, though?” asked Jeannie. “Diseases?”

“I doubt there’s anything alive in here,” she replied. “Spells, maybe. Might want to know if we’re alchemists.”

Three minutes. They waited in silence for the timer to count down, and as it hit thirty seconds, the spells rushing through the space whirled faster.

Charger’s lenses darted back and forth with each burst of light. “Be ready for anything.”

“Oh, don’t worry—” Alister began, but the room went red.

The floor opened up beneath him, sucking him down into a chamber and out of sight.

“Alister!” cried Jeannie, shortly before getting shunted down a trapdoor of her own.

“Damn it!” Nilah grasped at the place where Jeannie had been, just missing her.

Then, with a pleasant chime, the airlock cycled, an interior door irising open to expose a tunnel leading deeper into the installation.

“Sleepy, come in!” said Orna, rushing to the edge of the interior door to check for hostiles. “We lost Pensive and Spyglass! Sleepy!”

Charger stopped and looked to Nilah, who tested her own comms to find them completely dead.

“Whatever we’re doing in here,” she said to Orna, “we’re doing it alone.”

“Please vacate the quarantine area immediately,” came Jeannie’s voice over a hidden speaker.

“Spyglass!” said Nilah. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not Spyglass,” came the reply. “I’m the Docent, and it’s my privilege to guide you deeper into the Graveyard of the Poets.”

Servos ultra-quiet, Teacup crept to the edge of the airlock and peered into the corridor. The omnipresent orichalcum was shot through with chartreuse gemstones the size of Nilah’s head, each of which hummed with a strange, internal light. They reminded her of eidolon crystals, but something about them unnerved her.

Then Jeannie appeared out of thin air inside the tunnel, striding purposefully toward them with a bright smile on her face. Upon closer approach, however, it fit poorly—like she was being used as a puppet.

“Hello, Nilah and Orna Brio-Sokol,” she said, throat pulsing unevenly. Her voice slurred, lips unwilling to fully comply with some external force. “I’m the Docent, governing artificial intelligence, and your guide to the Graveyard of the Poets and the heritage of humanity.”

“Well,” said Orna, “whatever it is knows we got married.”

“Jeannie?” Nilah took a step toward the swaying form of their friend. “Can you hear me?”

“The homunculus?” Jeannie’s hands shook at her sides, tendons bulging. A glistening tear rolled from her eye, down one cheek, and into the corner of her mouth. She fought a smile, but whatever force tugged her cheeks upward won out. “Its body will serve me for today, and then we can make one more amenable to your command. This one hasn’t been well-trained.”

Jeannie’s nostrils flared as she ushered the pair of bots forward. The fear in her eyes didn’t sync up with her mouth. “This one is quite impertinent, really. You should’ve put it down a long time ago.”

Nilah switched to her private channel with Orna. “This could be an illusion. I don’t trust anything anymore.”

“I think we should treat it as real,” said Orna.

“So this AI has Jeannie under its command…”

“This is an alchemical place,” her wife replied. “Probably safe to assume the twins are sensitive to alchemy because they were made with it.”

“Yes,” said the possessed woman, and Nilah grimaced. Even on a private channel, the thing in Jeannie’s body could hear her. “Jeannie Ferrier isn’t a person. It’s a powerful tool, and you’ll come to master many just like it. I have accessed its memories of you to better guide you inside.”

“What’s with the airlock?”

“It is a challenge of magical intelligence. I will admit four humans every five minutes,” said Jeannie. “If you haven’t claimed the Wellspring by then, others are welcome inside. It is my promise that you have three minutes and thirty-eight seconds of uninterrupted time in the Chapel of the Wellspring. The structure’s orichalcum cage cannot be destroyed or safely teleported into—it’s an anchor between dimensions.”

“We’d like to, uh… wait for our friends,” said Nilah, ready to draw down on Jeannie if she had to. The thing controlling their crewmate was an Origin-era AI, and Nilah hadn’t forgotten how vicious Ursula had been on the Vogelstrand. The more she saw of Origin’s legacy, the less she liked it.

“Of course. But you must learn to be more ruthless if you wish to resurrect alchemy.”

“We’re not here to resurrect alchemy,” said Nilah. “We’re here to destroy it.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter,” Jeannie replied. “There are now a hundred and twenty-two thousand, three hundred sixty-four souls scattered through low orbit and below who might take up that mantle.”

“I thought you were here to stop the unworthy from getting the stuff,” Nilah said.

Jeannie’s head bobbed unnaturally as the Docent bowed. “This is the most hidden place in the universe. You stand here, having bested our Conservators. For you to reliably find one of our agents would take complete mastery over the minds of your species—”

“Or big data,” Nilah corrected. “And a lot of genetic samples. And a couple of experimental neural nets. And, in my case, a subscription fee.”

“Then you have created a tool beyond the ken of our wisest sages,” said Jeannie, “and have proven yourselves wiser, still. The Wellspring awaits the one who can bear it, and I sense its new master soon.”

“You’re just going to give it to me because my people were cleverer at hide-and-seek than yours?” Nilah was more than a little annoyed now.

“Honey, stop trying to convince her to kill us,” said Orna.

Nilah’s thin smile was obscured by Teacup’s armor. “Lovely. Can we tell our friends outside to get a move on somehow? We’d like them to join us.”

A few strands of Jeannie’s red hair slipped free as she nodded too vigorously, desperation in her eyes, but not her dolphin smile. “I’ll connect you to the quarantine chamber now. Your friends are already inside.”

Ghostly voices emerged from all around them in the golden hallway.

“Are we sure about this?” came Boots’s shout, distant and growing louder.

“Well, we’re not staying outside!” was Aisha’s reply, explosions and slinger fire thumping in the background.

The phantasmal sound of a spell bolt sizzled by Nilah’s ear.

“Boss! Can you hear me?” she called into their midst.

Cordell’s voice was faint, but Boots came in loud and clear: “Bastion is here! It’s over the Graveyard! Tangos everywhere! Shut the airlock, Doc! Shut it!”

The sounds of battle hissed away, and Nilah found the place remarkably quiet, save for the labored breathing of her absent comrades. The sound was so real, she felt as though she could touch them.

She gestured to get Jeannie’s attention. “Uh, Docent? How much damage can this place withstand?”

“This place is made of timeless orichalcum,” was Jeannie’s reply. “No amount of force will break it.”

Nilah wanted to ask how they milled metal like that, but realized she was being a total mechanist and restrained herself.

“You’ll be safe once you’re inside,” Nilah called out. “Can you lot hear me? The airlock cycle time is about five minutes!”

“Who is that?” asked Boots. “Who’s talking? Hunter Two? We can’t see you.”

“We’re already inside,” said Nilah, voice booming through Teacup’s speakers to make herself heard. “Jeannie got taken over by an AI called the Docent, and it’s letting us talk to you through an indestructible door.”

“You didn’t waste time getting into trouble,” said Boots. “Where’s Alister?”

“We don’t know.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll use him to guide your friends, should you wish to continue onward,” said Jeannie. “Though I believe I will soon have more guests than hosts to accommodate. You’ll want to come with me if you wish to begin the trial.”

“I said we wanted to wait on our friends!” said Nilah.

Jeannie’s eyebrow twitched upward, panic in her eyes. “A third party stands outside the quarantine, awaiting a turn. I can show you a projection, if you’d like to confirm it’s a friend as well.”

“Show me,” said Nilah.

Dusty light coalesced into the shape of a silver crest of spines, then a helmet, then the full figure of a man in robes. Powerful energies bled from the hems of his regalia, rainbow wisps that danced around his feet as he walked. He looked directly at Nilah, eyes aglow, and she swallowed hard.

“What? What are you seeing?” asked Boots.

“It’s Witts,” she replied. “He’s outside.”

“The exterior shell of this place will withstand alchemy, but I will open the airlock for him, all the same,” said Jeannie. “He gets a try for the Wellspring, too.”

Cordell broke the stunned silence. “Then you Hunters had better move. If there’s any speed advantage, you take it. We’ll catch up.”

“We won’t let you down, sir.” Orna gestured for Nilah. “Time to go, babe.”

“Good luck, Captain,” said Nilah, and they followed the Docent into the eerie emerald depths of the Graveyard.

“Charger’s sensors are picking up a large cavity ahead,” Orna whispered.

“Yes, that’s the Chapel of the Wellspring,” said Jeannie, “the place that alchemy was sealed away, and the place you will be tested.”

“Tested for what?” asked Nilah.

“To see if you’re worthy to inherit the Wellspring.” It tried to make Jeannie laugh, and it was like someone had jangled her puppet strings.

“Well that’s horrible,” said Nilah. “What’s the nature of this test?”

“Creativity and arcane intelligence,” said Jeannie.

Nilah considered all of the folktales and myths she’d heard over the years, and there was always a penalty for failing a test. It would’ve been better to have Boots there—she always knew the obscure stuff.

“I take it there’s a violent death if we don’t pass?” asked Nilah.

“No,” said Jeannie. “This is a thinking problem, so your demise will take weeks.”

“Oh.”

The passage widened out, and they stood before an arena of etched glass and stone. Artisans of another age had bejeweled the domed ceiling with twelve stained-glass depictions of flowers, their petals like painted clouds. Orichalcum fused the artworks together at the seams like leading, its telltale beauty dazzling Nilah from on high. The brilliant mosaics spun slowly, like gears, as other illustrations unfolded around them in time. The orbits of the floral masterworks threw coruscating reflections, and plates of molten glass flitted through the air like jellyfish, their jewel-toned insides writhing.

The flat floor stretched out before Nilah, its surface cut into concentric rows of green glass blocks, shaped into interlocking triangles. Below the glass, a mass of stars twirled slowly, a perfect replica of their universe.

And in the middle of the room was a wide plinth, larger than the bridge of the Capricious, built from, once again, the most valuable metal in the galaxy. Above it, the Wellspring spun in slow motion, throwing its resplendence across the billions of reflective surfaces. The gargantuan crystal’s radiance had been dazzling in recordings, but in person, it made Nilah’s bones sing.

“Do you think they overdid it with the orichalcum a bit? There are other colors out there, you know,” Nilah said, stepping to the edge of the arena glass. She peered through its depths at the diamond stars, and Teacup returned a lot of strange readings and power fluctuations beyond her ken.

“That’s a big crystal,” said Orna, still looking at the Wellspring.

Nilah looked to their guide. “Is this the test? In this room?”

Jeannie nodded slowly, movements growing more smooth. Nilah only hoped that didn’t mean her mind was being broken by the AI ravaging her brain.

“Should you try to leave through the emerald hall, you will be disintegrated,” said Jeannie.

Glancing back at the exit, just a few meters away, Nilah said, “Well, that’s bloody great, isn’t it? Anything else you want to tell us about your ‘test’?”

“Enter through the back edge of this triangle,” said the Docent, pointing to the nearest glass block, which had a small rune etched into it. “Then choose the left or right path. You will make sixteen choices, after which, you will either have arrived at the Wellspring—”

“Or we die?” Nilah guessed.

“Heavens, no,” Jeannie replied. “There is no consequence for failure. You will merely be deposited here, facing the entrance.”

“Traps?” asked Nilah.

“Too mundane,” said Jeannie, head swinging wildly to imitate shaking no.

“To hell with it, then,” said Orna, stepping out onto the glass. Nothing happened. She turned back to Nilah. “Left or right?”

“You know I can’t make a bloody decision like that! I’d never forgive myself if there was a trap,” said Nilah.

“Quit acting like we’re going to survive this and help me,” said Orna.

Nilah focused Teacup’s scanners onto Charger’s back, tuning them for broad-spectrum input. “Okay. Keep going. I’ll try to warn you if there’s trouble.”

The second Charger stepped off the tile, it disappeared with a pop, reappearing all the way across the arena floor. Charger looked toward Nilah and tried to walk in her direction—except she vanished once more, popping into a new spot.

“What the…?” came Orna’s annoyed voice. “What’s happening?”

“Teleportation,” said Nilah.

Teacup measured the distance and checked Charger’s acoustic reflections. There shouldn’t have been anything between Charger and her armor, but there were undeniable kinks in space.

She regarded the closest triangle, and the problem started to come together. “So let me get this straight… Every time you step off an edge, you teleport? Can’t I teleport to the center?”

Jeannie gave her a terrible look, blood vessels bulging in her forehead. “If you do not take the path, you may not claim the Wellspring.”

“That’s not good,” said Nilah.

“What?” asked Orna. “What’s not good?”

“We can’t brute force this.”

“It’s just sixteen choices. Left or right.”

Nilah traced one of the tiles, then pulled up Teacup’s pattern match to count them: more than sixty-five thousand that she could see.

“Yes, well, that’s two to the power of sixteen possible paths, one of which is right,” Nilah said, stepping down onto one of the tiles; its edges glowed green like soda-lime glass. “That makes the worst case, if we do one path every minute…”

Teacup, sensing the need for a time estimate, fed her the answer, and Nilah gulped.

“Forty-five days,” said Nilah, switching on full telemetry. “Sprint over as many tiles as you can. Record everything.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” said Orna, yanking Charger’s slinger from its stow point. She took aim over one of the edges. “We shoot along the paths and track the flight to narrow it down.”

“Wait!” said Nilah, but she’d already loosed a round.

The flaming bolt hit the edge and flashed along eight different tiles before flying out the opening and ricocheting up the emerald tunnel.

“The others should be getting out of the airlock right about now—and a wrong answer sends you back to the beginning,” said Nilah. “You want to shoot them?”

“We’ll never guess right,” said Orna.

“Yes, well, we can think of something while we run.”

Boots stood in the quarantine chamber alongside Malik and Aisha. Cordell lay on the ground between them; they’d strapped him to one of Malik’s collapsible stretchers. The device had hoverlifts for easy movement, but it was battery powered with a short life, so for the time being, their captain had to command from the floor.

“What was she saying?” asked Boots. “The AI was called the ‘Docent’?”

“Yes,” said Malik. “And Alister is going to guide us, whatever that means.”

“Did someone call for me?” came a male voice wafting into their midst. It took Boots a moment to recognize Alister—his tone was proper, but overpronounced.

“Al! You’re going to guide us somehow?” Boots called up to the ceiling like an old-timey séance.

“Do not name homunculi,” said Alister. “You’ll only give them the wrong ideas. I am the Docent, the AI administrator of the Graveyard of the Poets.”

“An admin! Awesome!” said Boots. “There’s a man outside who has alchemy, and he wants the Wellspring. So, you know, you should kill him and stuff.”

“Don’t worry. Even the best alchemist would take days to breach this place. I’ll make sure he waits his turn,” said Alister.

Boots balked. “His turn? He doesn’t get a turn! Listen here, buddy—”

“All humans may have a turn,” said Alister. “Would you like to speak with him? Maybe you can negotiate an arrangement between yourselves.”

“What?” asked Boots. “No! Of course not!”

“I want to talk with him,” said Cordell.

Magic sparks formed into the figure of Henrick Witts, elegant robes untouched by the detritus of a ruined world. He cocked his head, as though hearing a distant sound, then removed his mask. He bore a half smile on his weathered face, like he knew some funny secret. He spoke to someone just outside the projection.

“Hang on.” Witts held up a hand, rapt with delighted fascination. “I believe someone is listening to us, my dear.” His voice was clear as day, and what struck Boots the most was how average it was in person. He didn’t sound like a murderer.

“Hey,” said Cordell, raising a shaky finger. “We’re going to kill you.”

Good one, Boss. Really stuck it to him there.

The old man chuckled, crow’s-feet gathering under sparkling eyes. “Is this Captain Lamarr? It’s wonderful to hear your voice. It shames me that we’ve never met.”

“I’d be more ashamed of the genocide, if we’re being blunt,” said Boots, waving her hand through his face like a slap.

“And Boots Elsworth!” said Witts. “What a treat to hear your voice!”

“Oh, well, if you enjoy that, you should try letting me crush your windpipe,” she shot back. “It’ll really give you the full Boots Elsworth experience. Just ask your Mother.”

Witts frowned. “Lenora?”

“What? No!” Boots shook her head in disgust. “Major Gwerder. I killed her with my knee.”

“I apologize for ruining your joke, Boots,” said Witts. “It was quite clever, and I should’ve gotten it the first time.” He rubbed his wrists and flexed his fingers, showing off a pair of armored gauntlets that probably poisoned one’s soul or some other ridiculous power. “I’m a great fan of your crew, Captain Lamarr. As I’m sure you know, I’ve always admired those who stand alone. Honestly, if I thought your folks could be trusted for one second, I’d make you rich beyond your wildest dreams. You’re a bunch of real go-getters. Talent… Creativity… Panache… You can’t train skill sets like yours; believe me, I’ve tried!”

“Your money is worthless to us,” said Cordell. “So it wouldn’t matter.”

“We only want your blood,” Boots added. “I’m happy to take payment in full right now.”

“That was a much better threat!” Witts turned and spoke to someone off-frame. “Isn’t Boots the one who stabbed you, Commander Fulsom? You said I’d like her.” He turned back toward Boots, and she wondered if he could see her. His eyebrows knit together, as though he was explaining quantum physics to a toddler. “I really do like you, Boots. I was hoping I’d get to tell you that before I killed all of you.”

“You like me?” Boots wanted to laugh, but the thought of his admiration disgusted her. “I’ll never get that stink off.”

He gestured to the planet in a wide motion. “You’re a self-starter of the highest order, and a fantastic historian. It was you who found Origin, wasn’t it? Marvelous. Beyond me. I’ve always said you should hire smart people and get out of the way.”

It was arrogant of him to stand outside the door like that, where an orbital sniper might get a lucky shot. Boots imagined the sound his flapping mouth might make if a mass driver round tore it off. But the longer she stared daggers into the projection, the more she realized she wanted to do it herself.

“Please don’t take it personally that you need to be eliminated. That you’ve posed a challenge at all is a high compliment.”

“Yeah? Do take it personally when I crack open that skull of yours and spread your ‘genius’ all over the Graveyard,” Boots spat. “Still like me now?”

“Yes. I just wish you weren’t so easily manipulated into talking with me instead of planning your counterattack.”

She’d be damned if she’d let him see that he was right.

“Savor every breath, shithead,” said Boots. “Cut the call, Docent. Or however you do it. Make this asshole”—she gestured to Witts, who laughed bashfully—“go away.”

The robed figure vanished as the interior airlock door opened. Boots’s comm chimed, alerting her to the reconnection to the hunting party.

“Tell me you’re holding the Wellspring,” Cordell groaned. “Because Witts is coming inside in five minutes.”

“Can’t talk. Mapping an invisible labyrinth, sir,” came Nilah’s curt reply. “Just get down here.”

A silhouette appeared in the hallway, black smoke drifting from its features—Alister. “Hello, and welcome to the Graveyard of the Poets. I’m the Docent—”

“Yeah, we got that,” said Boots. “And I’m sorry, Al, but I can’t snap you out of it right now.”

Alister gave her his strange, corpse smile in response.

“We’ll get the captain,” said Malik. “Run ahead, Zipper, and get set up any way you can. If we can’t find a way through”—he drilled the point home with a stern gaze—“we sabotage and resist to the last person.”

Aisha leaned across and gave him a sweet kiss, and Malik wrapped his arms around her. Then she tapped him on the nose. “No more holes in you, husband.”

He smiled back. “Put a hole in Witts, and I can worry less about that.”

Then Aisha took her slinger rifle and snapped out the barrel to full-length for sniping. “Bet on it.”

Boots grabbed one end of Cordell’s stretcher, and Malik took the other side as Aisha raced off into the depths. Though they did their best to keep up with her, she outpaced them at every turn of the endless emerald tunnels.

“What the hell?” came Aisha’s voice. “Hunters, what am I looking at?”

“It’s a maze,” was Orna’s huffing response. Whatever they were doing sounded like it involved a ton of running, which (Boots hated to admit) was a bit easier, thanks to Malik. “Each tile has two exits, and each edge teleports you—”

“—so we have to get the right sequence of tiles,” Nilah finished, “because at the center—”

Boots, Malik, and Cordell came stumbling down the path, into the magnificent stained-glass dome beyond. Her lungs pounded from the sprint, but the sight still stole the breath from her chest. Then she saw the gargantuan crystal, hovering in a suspension field at the center, and her skin grew electric.

“—is the Wellspring.” Boots’s voice came out little louder than an awestruck whisper, hairs standing up on the back of her neck. “That’s great and all, but where do we hide? Witts is coming in!”

Teacup and Charger flashed through the domed space, teleporting from triangle to triangle at breakneck speed. After a moment, Charger came bursting from the labyrinth, nearly bowling Boots over.

“Sixteen wrong choices, and it spits you out,” said Orna, joining them. It was a bit odd to see Charger bend over to catch its breath.

Teacup was hot on its heels, arriving almost immediately after. “But I’ve got some good news. It’s also the best hiding place in the galaxy. If we take fifteen branches before holding still, Witts only has a… one-in-thirty-two thousand or so chance of reaching us on the first try. If we all split up, he’ll never get all of us.”

Everyone seemed satisfied with that plan, save for Boots. “You’re forgetting my teleportation allergy, Nilah! You don’t know what’s going to happen!”

They all exchanged glances, and Cordell was the first to speak. “Everyone into the labyrinth,” he said, sitting up with a groan. “It was time to get off my ass and do something, anyway.”

He stopped and looked at Boots, holding out his hand. “You up for an adventure?”

“With you?” she said, taking his arm and wrapping it over her neck to support his weight. “Always.”

“Get set up, everyone,” said Cordell. “Fifteen tiles. Count them. Me and Bootsie will be in last, since I’m pretty tapped, and she ain’t exactly a ground-combat specialist. You good with that?”

“Yes, sir,” came the assembled response, and one by one, they flashed into the depths of the labyrinth.

Some appeared close by, others quite distant. Nilah looked like she was right next door, and all of them appeared nervous about their apparent lack of cover.

“Our turn,” said Cordell. “Let’s go, girl.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a horse,” she said. “You’re a fool for staying behind, you know that. Can’t be sure what this maze will do to me.”

“Yeah,” said Cordell, voice low, “but between you and me, I’m not worth a damn in this fight, so if you’re going to die, let’s do it together.”

They stepped down onto the first glass triangle, and Boots paused to look into his eyes, uneven from all the swelling. “Together it is.”

Then they stepped off the edge, and Cordell was ripped from her arms in a flash of light and a scream.

“Captain!” she called, and she found him lying on one of the nearby tiles, clutching his abdomen.

“It’s fine.” His voice hissed through clenched teeth. “Just aggravated my injured… uh, everything… when I fell.”

She took a step toward him, and as she did, she felt the strange sensation of pushing through something like plastic wrap. Straining harder, she broke free onto the next tile.

It hadn’t teleported her. In fact, it hadn’t done anything at all. She’d made mundane, linear progress toward the unreachable goal at the end of the maze. Unbelieving, she stepped over the next edge. More webs of magic tugged at her, and she ripped past. Another few steps, and she’d be halfway to the Wellspring.

She looked at Cordell, astonished, and he returned the wide-eyed gaze before adding, “What the hell is wrong with you? Go get the goddamned crystal!”

Plunging forward, Boots pushed through edge after edge, making steady progress toward the Wellspring. With each step, the great crystal’s light grew stronger, and a strange giddiness slipped into her blood. She could stop and bask in its presence forever, but she forced her weakening legs to press against the folds in space.

“Excuse me!” cried the Docents, but Boots would be damned if she stopped to listen. “That’s against the rules!”

“Bite me,” she growled, ripping aside another shroud.

Then she reached the plinth at the center of the Chapel and pulled herself up onto its golden orichalcum majesty. This close, the light of the Wellspring threatened to consume her mind, and she swooned under its rays. She reached up to touch it—

And was about a meter shy.

She jumped for all she was worth, but its power sapped her energy, and she nearly toppled from her perch. She’d always hated being short; she never thought it might destroy the galaxy.

“Bring it down!” she called to the Docents. “I passed your stupid test, now give it to me!”

Alister appeared beside her in a hail of magic sparks, his already unnatural face twisted in hideous ways. “You are nothing. A cheater. Lowborn. You cannot be the future of alchemy if you cannot pass a simple test of magic.”

She went to slap him and found out that the AI controlling him was good at hand-to-hand. Within seconds, it had her in a headlock, cutting off her circulation.

“Sorry… Al…” she choked before stabbing him in the hand with her hidden stiletto knife. To her horror, he didn’t react.

The shapes inside the Chapel grew blurry, and the more she struggled, the less strength she found. As her eyes rose to the entrance, she could just make out the light show that accompanied Henrick Witts and his three lackeys.

“It seems someone broke the rules!” Witts called to her.

“You must follow the path,” Alister said, tightening his grip. “Cheat, and you will be dealt with.”

Aisha traced her glyph and took a shot, the spell whizzing through a dozen noncontiguous spaces before striking Witts in the chest. The round shattered, the afterimage of its broken glyph the only thing that remained, and Witts laughed.

When Aisha fired again, she killed the man standing to the right of him, and the laughter stopped.

“This place is so”—Witts searched for the right word—“folded up. May I fix that?”

“You must follow the right path,” said Jeannie, appearing by Witts’s side, and Boots could swear he was startled.

It was getting hard for her to see around all the encroaching darkness, though, with all the asphyxiating she was doing.

“Let’s simplify things, then,” Witts replied, and a set of five-meter glyphs throbbed into existence before him, their sounds deafening.

Alister was thrown clear, and Boots’s vision returned—but she was seeing double. Or was she? The dome seemed to kaleidoscope around her, mirroring and spinning, separating and—to her chagrin—aligning. Invisible golden walls burst into existence as Witts’s magic unfurled the Chapel’s extra-dimensional expanses. Her friends disappeared within the nauseating whirlwind of stained glass and orichalcum.

The spells complete, Boots now stood in a room the size of the plinth, maybe fifty paces across. Alister lay upon the ground on the far side, his breathing shallow. The Wellspring continued its lazy spin overhead, though gone were the stained-glass flowers.

In their stead, Boots saw thousands of nodes, pointed at the Wellspring like the core of a reactor. In unfolding the Chapel, Witts had exposed its true nature, along with the sensitive equipment holding the stone in place.

The reality of the Chapel of the Wellspring wasn’t some overwrought dome—it was a containment system to hold the magic inside.

“Let’s see if I can get you down,” she breathed, tearing her slinger from its holster and taking aim at a fragile-looking electronics package.

She would’ve fired, too, if Witts hadn’t grabbed her arm with his armored gauntlet.

“Lovely to meet you in the flesh,” he said, spinning her around with an unnatural strength.

She took a swing with the stiletto, and he blocked it with a glyph from his other hand, shattering her arm all the way to the mounting pin. Fresh pain ripped through Boots. She screwed her eyes shut just to keep conscious.

“I believe this is quite a treasure you’ve brought me,” he said, expression suffused with delight. “But I’m not a fool. Let’s find out everything you know while my friends deal with yours.”

Then came a pair of glyphs—Boots recognized the reader’s mark, but the other took her a moment to comprehend. As her body experienced the pure pain of a raging inferno, she understood its purpose well enough.

Henrick Witts pried open her mind and ravaged her memories, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

Nilah looked around, shocked to be both breathing, and elsewhere.

Instead of the open dome of the labyrinth, she found golden walls of orichalcum—which she’d already tired of seeing. She was in a long and twisting hallway, but the floor tiles were still the same triangular glass blocks that she’d stood on before in the big dome. Was she still inside the labyrinth?

“Anyone on this channel, come in!”

“Babe!” Orna’s voice was a balm on her fears. “Go back the way you came.”

Nilah turned to find a long series of chambers—the other fifteen decisions she’d made on the way in. They’d been unfurled, reoriented, and placed in the correct order. Boots’s terrible scream echoed over the comms, drowning out Nilah’s fears. She made to sprint when a blinding flash lit the hall.

Harriet Fulsom teleported in, one slinger in each hand. An angry red scar ran down the side of her neck, the healed cut from where Boots had jammed a knife into her.

There was no standoff.

No stare down.

No speeches.

Just the white-hot lightning strikes of spells flying.

Nilah whipped out her slingers and ramped up Teacup’s projectors to full, filling the corridor with spell bolts and dancing holograms. Harriet vanished over and over again, her godlike glyph strobing in time with each near miss from Nilah.

She knew exactly what her opponent was looking for: a moment of inattentiveness. A single touch from Harriet could end Nilah then and there. She’d be teleported into solid rock, faraway space, or something worse—like her father.

If a touch meant death, Nilah needed a better way to armor herself—the holograms Teacup projected from its arms would do nicely. Every time Harriet’s eyes darted away, Nilah added another few millimeters to her holographic bulk.

Nilah rolled through her forms, a blur of metal, guns, and fists as she assaulted Harriet’s position. The god deftly avoided her strikes, weaving and teleporting far out of reach.

Every day since her father’s murder, Nilah had considered this fight. Harriet could be anywhere in an instant. She could teleport any mass she could lay hands on. If Nilah wanted to win, she couldn’t risk even a split second of blindness. If she hadn’t seen Sharp’s death, she never would’ve stood a chance.

“This is going to hurt. I don’t understand why you didn’t kill yourself like I told you,” said Harriet.

“I didn’t follow your team orders,” said Nilah. “Why start now?”

“You always were a brat,” she said, flexing her digits as if to test them. “I think I’ll drop you into the core of the planet.”

Nilah raised robotic fists, bouncing on the balls of Teacup’s feet to mimic the rhythm in her mind. “Great story. I think I’ll cave your orbital socket into your brain.”

The porter’s mark flashed, and Harriet vanished. Instead of searching for her, Nilah launched herself toward Harriet’s vacancy, claws grinding the tiles into dust. She turned to find Harriet impotently grasping at the place she’d been, surprise across her features.

The flash of Harriet’s spell cut short the victory, and she appeared directly before Teacup, deadly palms closing for the kill. What followed was the most terrifying game of tag Nilah had ever played. She’d roll and scamper, using every defensive move in her arsenal before returning a flurry of blows. Together, they danced to Nilah’s rhythm, and she prepared to break stride to go in for the kill—

But Harriet broke first, appearing at Nilah’s flank.

Nilah tumbled away on reflex, catching some decent air—and cursed herself. She couldn’t control her momentum in mid-flight, and her path would be predictable.

Harriet was quick to take advantage, and when Nilah touched down, she found the god, palm outstretched, pressed directly into her breastplate.

Or, rather, a projection of her breastplate.

Her opponent had only missed her attack by a hairsbreadth, but Nilah gave her no time to recover, bringing Teacup’s chop down with the force of a jackhammer. She landed a shattering blow on one of Harriet’s arms, which bent in places it shouldn’t have.

With a screech, Harriet teleported back a few meters, clutching what remained of her arm. Roiling hatred battled indignity for control of her twisted expression.

“That was a cute trick,” she groaned, letting her ruined arm dangle by her side—but the other arm remained ready. Between that strike and Boots opening one of her arteries, Harriet was an obnoxiously tenacious fighter. “Using your projectors like that.”

“Test me again, mate. I’ll give you two broken arms.”

Nilah switched programs on her projectors to bring out writhing copies of her limbs. If Harriet closed ranks again, it’d be tough for her to determine which ones were real. That might buy Nilah an extra tenth of a second or two, the margins of a top racer on an average lap.

The two clashed again, and this time, Nilah went on offense. She slashed with Teacup’s claws, projecting sprays of fireworks and random flashes to blind Harriet. She sent out glitchy images of Teacup in every direction, yielding more than one successful feint. But every time she thought she had her opponent nailed down, Nilah’s blows would pass through empty air and the remains of a porter’s mark.

A lesser opponent than Harriet would’ve died from the strain of so much casting, or caught a claw to the neck. Worse still, this god had been a soldier before joining Witts—and she hadn’t forgotten how to fight. She kept Nilah off her guard, attacking from every direction, high and low.

Then Harriet blinked back a few meters, a dewy sweat upon her face. Nilah was glad for her armor—her opponent couldn’t see her huffing, too.

“You think they’re done murdering your girlfriend yet?” asked Harriet.

“We got married, actually.”

“Oh. My felicitations.”

Stay cool. Make her angry enough to make a mistake.

“You know who’ll never get married, right? Your daughter.”

Harriet smiled, a strange facsimile of her days as Claire Asby. “You’re trying too hard, Nilah. Rebecca was a disappointment.”

If Nilah attacked, Harriet would certainly be ready, using Teacup’s momentum to land a touch.

“Funny, she said the same thing about you,” said Nilah.

“At least it was quick for her. Your father made some hilarious noises while he went.”

Don’t, said a tiny voice in Nilah’s brain, beneath the screaming rage that drowned out everything else.

Stop.

She sunk down to spring for Harriet, but the hallway went stark white with her flare of magic.

Bad.

Then Harriet was beside her, hungry fingers stretching toward Teacup’s shoulder. Nilah would never dodge—she was in the middle of bolting for Harriet’s position. The extra arms, the fireworks, the flickers… they were worthless in the face of plain inertia.

But she had something only a very few people possessed—a racer’s reflexes.

Nilah triggered the eject protocol, and Teacup vomited her onto the tiles shortly before vanishing into the great unknown.

She’d liked that bot.

She’d liked her leg. She’d liked her racing career. She’d liked her father.

Harriet was on her in a literal flash, jabbing at Nilah with her deadly grasp. Tattoos strobed to life, flooding the corridor as Nilah retreated. Even with one hand, Harriet’s close-quarters experience shocked Nilah. The god wouldn’t fall for the old Flicker tricks, popping in and out of existence every time Nilah blinded her. Finesse wouldn’t work for this one, so Nilah took a page from Orna’s book.

She kicked the hell out of Harriet’s broken forearm. In the middle of the resultant horrified gasp, Nilah socked her in the throat, locking up her windpipe. Nilah’s personal slinger seemed to leap eagerly into her hand from her holster—a bland weapon she’d never much cared for. As the barrel came level with her hated enemy’s heart, Nilah knew Harriet would teleport.

That’s why she whipped her gun under one arm and fired behind herself.

Nilah spun to find Harriet in shock, a red stain spreading from the smoking hole in her chest. She could’ve gotten to the best trauma center in the galaxy and they probably couldn’t save her. From the look in Harriet’s eyes, she knew it, too.

The god reached for Nilah, spitting blood through locked teeth, and Nilah wove between failing limbs to punch her once more in her sucking chest wound—a stupid risk, but Nilah didn’t care.

Harriet reached again.

“Nope.” Nilah checked her into the wall, deftly avoiding her fingers, then seized a handful of the god’s hair.

“Never—”

She smashed Harriet’s head against the wall.

“Forget—”

Again. The god’s eyes rolled back in her head.

“That I’m—”

A brushstroke of blood smeared across the broken surface.

“The fastest.”

A melon-splitting crunch rang out, and then the only noise was the soft shush of Harriet’s body sliding to the floor. Nilah stood over her kill, taut shoulders rising and falling above clenched fists. What would her father have said about her vengeance? He’d always been so sweet; he probably wouldn’t have approved of violence.

Nilah loosed a long, furious howl, emptying her clip into Harriet’s spasming face until there was nothing left.

When her breath finally slowed, she swapped the mag in her pistol, tossing the spent empty onto the corpse’s wet chest.

“I realized I never told you,” said Nilah, shoving her weapon into its holster.

“I quit.”







Chapter Twenty-Four

Flattened
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Henrick Witts shook his head in disgust, then locked eyes with Boots as his fingers dug into her cheeks. His voice wrapped around her like an avalanche, every word becoming a boulder to crush her form. It was as though he spoke into her being, her bones reverberating with his relentless utterance.

“Listen to me, Boots. There is no god, and so I will become god.”

Boots’s spine shook like a gong, and her teeth chattered in her head. Her vision stuttered and canted, and a sudden breeze whispered in Boots’s ears that she was falling. She put out an arm a little too late, catching the side of her head on the golden floor.

“As they say, ‘Thanks for the memories.’ I think I get the gist, but I’ll be looking through the rest of you later.” Witts dusted off his palms and turned away from her to face the Wellspring. “I want you to know I’m going to build a monument in your honor. You, who saved humanity.”

Boots recoiled. She wasn’t sure what he meant, but she didn’t like it. “Me?”

“Yes, you. You brought me to Origin, child! That makes you”—he pointed to her to drive home the point—“the instrument of my eminence, and the ultimate good in the galaxy.”

“Eminence? You starved a planet!” she raged, struggling to her feet. If her addled brain had conjured any backup plan, it was incinerated by a righteous conflagration. “You’ve caused more suffering than you will ever cure!”

“Statistically, you’re incorrect.” He tapped a few stars, and the others swirled around them until they became the nexus of a new galaxy. “And now we get back to why this isn’t personal. How many more billions of humans would’ve existed before dying out? How many more animals and plants? I can reboot the whole system and spare them. I fight for the unborn. You fight for the damned.”

Fatigue tugged at her limbs, and she struggled to stay upright. “So… what, you’re going to design utopia on our corpses?”

“I’m a doctor, Miss Elsworth. I’d say I have a fair lead on anyone else who cares to try.”

She looked to the Wellspring with despair. His arrogance would kill them all, and he’d never stop. Boots was so tired—the crash, the journey, and Witts’s magic had drained the strength from her joints. Witts flicked his finger toward her, and the torturer’s mark unfurled once more. Hot pain toppled her over, locking her hands into shaking claws.

He let her relax for two seconds before hitting her twice as hard. When Boots’s vision returned, she spotted her slinger on the ground near his feet. It was pointless, but an opportunity was an opportunity.

“Oh, very good,” Witts cooed, stepping back so she could have an unobstructed path to the weapon. “Show me your drive, for posterity’s sake.”

As she crawled toward it, the weapon turned red-hot, melting into slag. She looked up to find Witts pointing at the former slinger, an arsonist’s glyph fading from his fingertips.

Boots hadn’t loved the old Carrington, but it was the last part of her old military gear besides Kinnard, who lay oblivious in her backpack.

Maybe if Witts killed everyone, he’d take Kinnard into his stupid utopia—so at least someone who mattered would survive.

You ain’t dead, girl. She pushed up onto her knees, one-handed. Resist to the last breath.

Alister lay slumped against the far wall, head nodding as he stirred. He still had his slinger, and maybe if he took Witts by surprise…

“Docent,” Witts said to Alister. “What I did was allowed, yes?”

Alister sat up and nodded. “Of course. You were required to walk the correct path, and you did.”

“Good,” said Witts. As casually as ordering dinner, he added, “I wish to claim the big crystal. Remove your protections.” Even with his back turned, he kept a finger pointed at Boots, as if to say, Don’t worry. I’m still watching you.

“It would be my honor,” said Alister, eyes flipping open. He kipped up to his feet, though his left wrist was bent at an awkward angle and looked like it was full of marbles. Sweat ran down his face, and Boots’s heart broke for him—enslaved like some spike thrall at his moment of confrontation.

He was in there; she could see the pain in his eyes.

She could work with that.

“Boots.” Cordell’s voice crackled in her ear. “Fulsom is down. Zipper took care of the other goon he left in the maze. We’re about to breach your location. Are you alive?”

If Boots responded, she risked an instant demise in Witts’s ire. If she didn’t, they might attack early and screw up her last-ditch effort.

Jeannie appeared out of a cloud of mist, and together, they gathered at Witts’s side. The twins raised their arms to the crystal like they were the prongs of a jewelry setting, and it began to sink toward them. Alister cried out in anguish as his wrist flopped limply, and tears streamed down both of their faces. Tendrils of power snaked between them and the crystal as they lowered it from its invisible perch.

Those two were trying so hard to fight it. Boots figured they just needed a little push.

“Siobhán!” Boots shouted at the top of her lungs. “That’s the name you can’t remember! You loved her, but Jeannie told me you killed her! Her name was Siobhán!”

Alister blinked, still smiling, but a twitch plucked at the corner of his mouth. Then another. Then his smile snapped into a wild, horrified howl.

He lunged at Jeannie, knocking both off balance and sending them tumbling into Witts. Lights popped around them as their connection to the Wellspring severed, and the queerest silence filled the room.

To Boots’s amazement and delight, the old man came off balance, hands flailing. Surprise etched his features as he, Alister, and Jeannie began to fall—along with the Wellspring.

“Hunter One, coming in hot!”

Slinger fire erupted from the entryway as Charger burst inside, bloodred armor ablaze. She targeted the downed trio, and Witts held up a hand to cast a shield, blocking her shots.

So he couldn’t stop the Wellspring’s plummet, either.

As the closest person to the crystal, Boots had a choice:

She could let the many tons of magic rock fall to the ground, where her friends might reach it before Witts regained his balance, and use it… somehow.

Or, she could jump under its bulk and get impaled. The Wellspring was, after all, vaguely spike-shaped, and that was how Witts got his powers on the Vogelstrand.

She launched from her crouch, sprinting toward the falling wedge of sharp magic glass. Four big steps.

The Chalice of Hana didn’t work on you, dull-finger. You’re going to get squished.

Two big steps.

Better to die with friends.

One big step.

Crunch.

The thing that annoyed Boots about dying was that it never seemed to stop. A gigantic crystal spike had crushed her spine and most of her internal organs, and she’d been hoping that would put her into shock. It wasn’t supposed to keep hurting; that wasn’t fair.

Her vision blurred, and she strained toward Henrick Witts with her remaining arm, willing the magic to come through her. Fury twisted Witts’s features, and he struggled upright to pop out a few dozen small glyphs. He was trying to rip it out of her with a sense of urgency she’d never expected. He always seemed so calm.

Why are you so mad? I’m the one who’s dying.

Then Boots’s fingers grew too heavy, and her cheek came to rest against the cool glass tile. Her mind began to float.

Relax, Boots. Nothing to do about it now. You tried.

The darkness closed in, and that’s when she heard a helpful, gender-neutral voice say, “Welcome to Wellspring OS! It looks like you’ve sustained a mortal blow. Perhaps you’d like me to render assistance?”

Boots wanted to say yes, but breath was beyond her.

“Great. Let’s get started on that,” said the OS. “We’ll use a portion of your reserves to rebuild your life energy. Stabilizing now.”

Who are you?

“I’m the executive AI of this data crystal, as well as the admin account for the Graveyard of the Poets. I’ve modified my linguistic patterns to match your memories of helpful AIs. This may be disorienting.”

Power surged through Boots as magic roiled over her. Invisible hands picked her up, to her morbid fascination, in multiple pieces—but at least the pain had vanished.

In fact, she felt better than ever, though she couldn’t stop screaming for some reason. A mending mark sprang to life before her shoulder stump, and she regarded her robotic arm as the pieces raced across the floor to leap onto her shoulder pin. They reassembled themselves, and Boots flexed her fingers to find them all in working order.

She had the odd impression of being laced up as the Wellspring rebuilt her splattered midsection. Focus returned to her dazed eyes, bringing clarity she’d never possessed.

Witts’s attention was still on her, though her friends harried him from every angle, pouring on a barrage of spells. His assembled web of interlinked magic grew faster and faster, but her crewmates were doing a fine job of breaking his concentration.

“Elizabeth Elsworth, I need your consent to bear the legacy of humanity and the future of civilization. If you accept the power of the Wellspring—”

“I consent,” she said, knowing exactly what to do with all that magic.

Her spine lit up in agony as the Wellspring jammed its way deeper inside her. Forking rivers of arcane energies connected to her veins, flooding her with possibilities never considered. She finally sensed the presence of magic like she had a cardioid and understood what everyone had been talking about the entire time. The whole world felt more alive. She could touch it in new ways, draw from it and direct it.

“Merge complete,” said the Wellspring. “Do you have any questions, Elizabeth?”

She pressed her knuckles to her palm, as if testing the fit against her adversary’s face. “Can you reconfigure the Graveyard? Give us some room to dance?”

The labyrinth walls fell away, and once more, the dome of stained glass stretched overhead. Her crew hunkered down, suddenly out in the open, but at least she had some maneuvering area.

“Thief!” Jeannie bellowed. “Weak blooded—”

Boots held up her palm, and swirling energies of sleep magic coalesced at her command. She regarded it in wonder before the homunculus came running like a banshee. “Sleep, Jeannie!”

The ball of magic struck home, and Boots gently sent her unconscious body hovering toward Malik through the telekinetic magic of the conductor’s mark.

“Keep her safe, Doc!” said Boots, holding out her hand and testing a small fire glyph to make a match flame. “Wellspring, seal all the entrances. I don’t want this guy getting away.”







Chapter Twenty-Five

Incandescence
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Nilah arrived just in time to see the Wellspring slam down onto her friend’s back, smashing her flat.

“Boots, no!” came her scream, and her aim snapped to Witts’s head. He’d gotten tangled up with the twins, and she couldn’t shoot into their group without hitting Alister and Jeannie.

Aisha had no such restriction. She emerged into the room shooting, spells slamming into Witts’s conjured shield. It didn’t hurt him, but the pilot’s bolts certainly kept him distracted while Nilah approached.

But what was she going to do when she got into striking distance? Flicker? How were they supposed to fight someone who had every spell?

Boots erupted to her feet at the center of a magic bonfire.

Nilah skidded to a halt, watching the Wellspring take root in Boots’s spine, its luminous coils writhing into her flesh. The crystal shrunk and re-faceted, sliding deeper into her back before disappearing entirely beneath Boots’s skin.

Empowered, Boots launched at Witts, an array of glyphs forming across her palm to make a flaming spear, prompting a “Well, okay, then” from Nilah.

The two luminous figures traded glyphs in rapid fire. Cordell and the others couldn’t even get close with the level of magical artillery striking between them. Nilah wasn’t sure there was a safe place anywhere inside the dome.

The pair of duelists weren’t human, but something entirely beyond. Their skin glowed with an inner light, highlighting their veins like bare branches on a sunny winter’s day. A symphony of spells crackled between them, glyphs popping into existence and fusing with one another to nullify or amplify. On Witts’s side, the spells were masterful and elegant, locking together like gears in a jeweled watch movement. On Boots’s, the glyphs were rowdy and spontaneous, raging against one another like dancers in a mosh pit.

Witts glanced at Nilah, and that was all the warning she got before he pointed at her, firing off a beam of pure light at her chest. She rolled out of the way as Boots threw a shield over her, shouting, “Stay back! I’ve got this!”

Taking advantage of her distraction, Witts lashed out with a whip of poisonous green spells, striking Boots across her shoulder. Cloth split, flesh darkened and bubbled over with tumors and weeping pustules, and Boots wobbled from the hit. She spun out spells to wrap around the magical wounds, nullifying them with healing light.

But when it was Boots’s turn to mount a counterattack, Witts was the superior fighter in every way. A long, silver sword flashed into the old man’s grip, and he soon put her on the back foot.

Boots turned to face Nilah, eyes aglow and light spilling from her throat, and said in a celestial voice, “A little help here, please!”

“What am I supposed to do?” she called back.

“You know hand-to-hand!”

“I’ll cover you,” Aisha said into Nilah’s comm. “Get over there.”

Nilah bolted for Boots’s position, nearly a hundred meters away. It would’ve been a snap inside Teacup, but on foot, the distance seemed to stretch forever. Aisha turned on Witts’s position and began spraying the ground just in front of him, sending sharp rocks pinging against his body. Witts growled in annoyance, and with a gesture and a mason’s mark, reshaped the glass floor to form cover from Aisha.

The enemy alchemist turned his attention on lone, slow, bloody Cordell. He raised his palm to the captain, all kinds of destructive marks burbling from him. No dodging or shielding this time.

Nilah couldn’t look.

“No, you don’t!” bellowed Orna, slamming into Witts head-on. Charger’s claws tore at his flesh as they tumbled across the floor. Magic spells arced over his exposed skin, repelling most of Charger’s strikes, but the bot was still on him like a feral cat. “Get out of here, Captain!”

Using newfound telekinesis, Boots yanked Cordell to her hand, teleporting him to Malik’s position. She knocked down some of Witts’s precision glyphs, and Nilah could finally make out what she was doing: Boots and Witts were weaving a magic program against one another, trying to push through each other’s defenses. With the man occupied by Charger, Boots made some headway into his space, winding her spells into his.

Her style was raw and unrefined, her penmanship terrible, but the sheer power of the Wellspring enabled miracles.

Witts knocked Charger free with a conductor’s mark, hoisting the bot helplessly into the air. Orna tried to level her slinger—anything to break his hold over it—but Witts tore the weapon free with his overwhelming magic.

Nilah took the last two meters in a flying leap, landing a kick across Witts’s face.

It was like kicking a brick wall, but it stopped Witts dead in his tracks. He looked at her like she’d walked up and asked him if he’d wanted a cookie—so shocked was he to receive a mundane strike from a tactical shoe. He shook his head, telekinetically hurling Charger into the distance so he could focus on the new challenger. “Really?”

He tried to grab her, and she juked, snapping out a punch into his jaw once more. His magically hardened body stung her knuckles, but she was definitely annoying him. He took another swipe, and she did a back handspring, landing a few meters away in the ready position.

Witts wasted no time shoving Boots’s magic free of his spell, his magical program growing sharp tines. His wall of arcana smashed against Boots’s magic, subverting her work and gumming it up.

Boots cried out as one of his barbs slipped through her spell into her hip. She let go of her assault to extract the thorn from her skin, and Witts surged forward even more.

Starry silhouettes slipped from one of the glyphs at Witts’s side, cutouts of humans made of pure light. A rush of heat struck Nilah’s exposed skin like that of Charger’s igniting plasma blade—the figures were fire incarnate. They fanned out around him like silent soldiers, forming a wall of deadly, superheated gas.

They didn’t look like they had any mass to worry about; so they’d be bloody quick. Springfly-quick.

Muscles coiled. Fingertips flexed. Nilah tapped her comm and whispered, “Protect me, Boots. I’ll give you the distraction you need.”

Boots had dreamed of having magic all her life. When she was just a little girl, nursing the bruises given to her by a damned scribbler, she’d imagined gaining a spell of her own. When her mother used to cry while looking over her medical expenses and report cards, Boots had told herself she’d have power one day. When she’d discovered the location of the Saint of Flowers, she’d stood in front of the mirror and practiced casting.

And now that she had power beyond anyone she’d ever known, some asshole was trying to destroy everything she dared to love.

Witts unleashed a staggering variety of attack spells in her direction, and it took her full concentration to counter them.

She wanted to talk to Nilah—to strategize—but even conjuring a sentence was tough under the circumstances. She couldn’t begin to explain the intricacies of the duel—she and Witts had long since passed beyond the vagaries of mere language as they volleyed the rarest arcana back and forth. Worse still, the vast engine of her enemy’s interlinked spells tugged on the Wellspring inside her, threatening to yank it free. He had a lot more magic practice than Boots, and all things considered, it was lethally unfair that he was her first challenge as an alchemist.

It was hard for Boots to imagine any outcome where Nilah didn’t end up a pile of ash. Flicker might’ve been formidable, but bare hands weren’t enough, and Boots seriously lacked the reflexes required to help her. At least she’d proven she could hit the guy, which was a damned sight better than Boots could do.

“Now, Boots!” Nilah snarled, sliding beneath the legs of the nearest flaming creature. “Fight!”

Boots blasted out cyclones of subzero wind, but the creatures of light just blurred and re-formed, ignoring the new impedance. Witts was far more effective, wielding his huge, glittering sword and rushing straight for her. Boots dodged one attack by a few hairs. She summoned the diver’s mark to her hand, altering the weight of her fist by several tons before swinging it at him. To her delight, she struck home.

Her knuckles collided with the angry old man like a starfreighter, releasing a satisfying thump. Witts went soaring toward the far wall and winked out with a porter’s mark, appearing behind her in a clap of thunder. His sword made wide arcs, and Boots took off at a jog trying to get away from his murderous slices.

All the power of a god, and she was still running like some lily-livered cadet.

“This is bigger than you, Miss Elsworth,” Witts grunted, firing off blasts of fire between his wild swings. “Just die and get it over with.”

She spun and brought up a shield, multiplying it with the silverer’s mark into a hundred onion skin layers. His sword went straight through the first twelve.

“You killed my people,” she said, casting the lapidary’s mark. Light split and sheared as invisible knives cut apart the space where Witts stood. “Nothing bigger than that.”

He shattered her spell without blinking. “I’m sorry that you can’t see the promise of a brighter tomorrow.”

“You won’t be seeing any tomorrows at all.”

But he would, because for every offensive spell Boots could dredge from her memory, he could break it. The engine continued building behind him, composed of thousands of different glyphs—the code that would force her to surrender everything.

She tried to write her own defense. The Wellspring OS helped her pick marks, but it wasn’t enough. Every pair of glyphs she strung together, Witts would snip them apart.

He bashed through her magical defenses and yanked her head to one side with a conductor’s mark. Boots screamed as she was dragged bodily along, the meat in her shoulder making hideous tearing noises. He threw her to the ground and stomped on her chest, ready to fill her guts full of his white-hot blade.

Then Nilah, armed only with her bare, flashing arms, came streaking into Witts’s space, peppering the man with ineffectual jabs. The man took a swipe at her with his silvered sword, and she danced away, grabbing the guard and twisting his blade from his grip. He came at her, punching and swearing, but she was far too fast for him.

She counterattacked with Witts’s own blade, stunning alchemists both newly minted and old. She put him on the defense almost immediately, so he teleported just out of her range. Since he was clear of the melee, Aisha, Malik, and Charger had clean firing lines. They blasted his position, forcing his defenses up.

Boots took the opportunity to snuff out his star people with a few well-placed spells.

Dozens of conjurer’s marks brought shiny darts into existence around Witts, and he sent them buzzing for Nilah like a swarm of drones. They should’ve flensed Nilah’s flesh from her skeleton, but Boots stopped the projectiles dead in their tracks.

Witts glanced back at Boots, annoyed by her interference. Then a wild slice from Nilah took his right eye out of his head.

His anguished scream ignited a fire in Boots’s breast hotter than any shot of booze.

Nilah danced through Witts’s defenses, landing another swipe across his abdomen. Glyphs poured from his mouth as his voice became a struck chime, vibrating every molecule of Boots’s being. He waved the sword in Nilah’s hand into nothingness, then laid down a blanket of black flames that set fire to the very glass around him.

But Nilah was always a step ahead, ready to blind him or misdirect him. Everything that Boots lacked in speed and finesse, Nilah had in spades. What she lacked in arcane power, Boots could provide. Alone, they were weak and clumsy. Together, though—

“Nilah!” called Boots. “I get it! I get your plan.”

Her companion leapt clear of Witts’s outraged maelstrom, skidding across the tiles before coming to a halt. She looked to Boots and nodded.

“You hold on to me and give me the power,” she said. “I give you the hits.”

“How dare you?” Witts’s anguished voice rasped through the arena, delayed echoes in its wake like a chorus of ghosts. He clutched his face and spat magic in all directions—a typhoon of pure hatred. The grand spell he was writing against Boots faltered as little imperfections streamed through its code. When he finally lowered his hands and staggered upright, he’d replaced his missing eye with something else—an orb of twinkling red, like a free-spinning drop of blood suspended in the hollow. In its reflections, Boots saw her doom.

Nilah’s arms radiated dazzling pulses, and she bounced on the balls of her feet. “He’s a big old boy, isn’t he? Give us a beat to keep time, love.”

“What?”

“Flicker needs music, love. Let’s have it.”

Boots scanned the Wellspring’s repository of marks, settling on the orator’s mark for amplifying sounds. She’d seen it used in concerts, sometimes called the “rockstar’s salute.”

She looked at the speed of Nilah’s dancing and guessed the right song to keep up—something from her Civil Air Patrol days. The electric strains of Inkwitch shredded through the cavernous space as a drum kit thundered to life.

“I will outlive this,” hissed Witts. His limbs began to lengthen, muscles wrapping around bones in taut cords. His robes changed shape with him, distorting in space rather than simply growing. Breaker’s marks popped up across his body—a swipe from him would tear Nilah in half. “I’m the only one willing to stand up to death.”

He wasn’t even trying to craft his fatalistic masterpiece anymore. The spell rotted and broke above his sinewy body as he readied himself to fight. Shining onyx claws curled from bony fingers and grew needle thin, edges sizzling with dark energies.

“Dance music, Boots!”

Boots cracked her neck to limber up. “Fighter jocks got to rock. This is all I’ve got for you.” Then she cast a copy of the Ferrier twins’ spell directly into her palm. “Guide me. You punch. I’ll magic.”

Nilah slapped her palm across Boots’s, locking their fingers together and gripping tightly. Her thought came whispering through Boots’s head: Gladly, darling. Follow my orders exactly.

Boots felt the woman’s thoughts bubbling inside herself—a one-way, instantaneous comm.

Give me speed.

The fastest means were teleportation, which their adversary clearly enjoyed, but when Boots tried to teleport herself, her glyph fizzled in her hand. Even with the Wellspring, a basic porter’s mark wouldn’t work with her teleportation anchor.

She watched the motes of magic fade out. “Ugh. You’re kidding.”

“Messenger’s mark,” said Nilah. “Makes you fast.”

“Right!”

Nilah dashed for Witts, her intended destination a hot spot in Boots’s brain. Boots grabbed the collar of her shirt and flowed the messenger’s mark into them, granting speed beyond sight. She felt Nilah’s surprise at the breakneck arrival, but the fighter came out swinging.

Give me power.

Boots wove her own breaker’s marks into Nilah’s muscles. Legs bristled with strength as Nilah catapulted herself into Witts’s side, pummeling him. To keep up, Boots cast spells to enhance her reflexes, holding a hand to her companion’s back.

Protection spells crackled beneath Nilah’s fist like safety glass, but they held. Keeping time with the kick drum, Boots was able to predict most of Nilah’s movements. She began to feel the flow of the action, only thrown a little whenever Nilah would break off to strike.

Boots figured she could take Witts’s shields apart, and tried to unravel them, peering around Nilah to pull at their threads.

Get us out of here!

In her eagerness to help, she’d almost missed Witts’s counterattack—a wide swing of his claw. Panicked, she summoned the messenger’s mark once more and leapt high into the air, dragging Nilah with her. Witts searched his surroundings, then spotted the pair and readied to receive their attack with eager talons. Gravity lazily took over their momentum as Inkwitch’s classic guitar solo came to a close.

Just fall. Give me weight.

Boots rifled the alien knowledge in her mind, drawing the diver’s mark back to the surface, and increased their weight by several hundred thousand tonnes. The pair came down on Witts like a hammer to an anvil, and though his skin was as strong as regraded steel, they shaped him. Witts cried out, distended vocal cords curling his voice into an unnatural rumble. The glass below him shot through with fault lines, and the shock wave of their hit knocked the feet out from everyone except Charger, but even the bot took a knee.

There’s a spell protecting his hide! Cancel it! came Nilah’s frantic thoughts.

Wellspring OS fed the answers into Boots’s mind, and she tore into his wards with entropic marks, rotting them from the inside.

The sheen of Witts’s bony armor dulled like it had covered over with condensation, and he bellowed in anger, lashing out with blinding speed. Nilah flipped clear, but Boots was late to the party.

A shield coalesced out of nowhere and shattered under Witts’s strike, blunting the attack. If it hadn’t been for that, Boots might’ve been missing a head.

Boots quickly found the source of her salvation: Cordell, despite being warned, was limping toward them—huffing and clutching his chest, hands bleeding anew. Witts paused briefly, clearly shocked to see another mere mortal daring to approach.

“Let’s do this, Bootsie,” said Cordell, casting again.

I need to cut, came Nilah’s thoughts.

Boots cast a variant of the lapidary’s mark, infusing it onto Nilah’s hands with binding spells. The air crystallized around Nilah’s fingers in nearly invisible facets.

“Don’t scratch your nose, or you won’t have one anymore,” Boots whispered. “I’m going to get help.”

Witts charged for Cordell, but Nilah caught up to him, sliding through his long legs to hamstring them with her bladed fists. Then a slinger bolt came sailing into Witts’s cheek, smashing against his magical protections and whipping his head to one side. Far away, Aisha traced her glyph and set up for her next shot with a whoop.

Bits of broken spell dripped from his skin—there was a hole in his defenses, and Aisha hammered it. She fired again, and Witts had to stop what he was doing to block the shot. Nilah dove in, slicing away more of his protections.

But he was still fast, and Boots struggled to close the deal. His incredible strength and dozens of other magical effects kept him spry while he scrapped with the others. He’d tried to rip the Wellspring out of Boots; if the others could keep him distracted, she could copy his engine and do the same to him.

She waved Orna over. “The time is now! Charger, get in there!”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” said Orna, claws clanking into fists as the battle armor sprinted into combat.

“Coming to you, Doc!” said Boots, flying across the arena with the falconer’s mark.

“I’m ready,” was Malik’s reply as she took him by the shoulder.

“Good. Let’s keep your guts inside you this time.”

They came in hot behind Witts, just a stone’s throw away, and Malik began tracing out his spell. Witts spotted them, but it was too late—Malik’s ball of purple sleep magic flowed into him, seeping into his limbs and dragging him low. Aisha fired once again, and he raised both of his hands to block his face. Nilah sunk her fist directly into his gut, drawing forth a river of blood.

And Boots copied his engine the whole time, free of interference.

She had a knack for it, but the Wellspring helped her fill in the holes: the inveigler’s mark to coax, a merchant’s mark for exchange, and dozens more. She spun them across the wide-open space until they spread like sparkling raindrops on the floral glass. Then she multiplied and folded them, strengthening each strand of magic.

“Witts!” Boots bellowed as her engine completed. A dozen silvered hooks slashed out from the glyphs, latching onto the skin just above the collarbone—where he’d absorbed the shard from the Vogelstrand.

He stopped moving, frozen in shock. His ruined face twitched as he spluttered blood from wet lips. The hooks pulled, splitting his skin open to reveal the base of a cut crystal. Tendrils of shadow crept into the open wound, slithering around the crystal and yanking.

Like a rotten tooth, the Vogelstrand’s shard came free with a stream of viscera. The old man went down clutching the hole in his lower neck, eyes wide with anger. He raised shaking fingers and traced out the most pathetic usurer’s mark she’d ever seen. Skin blackened and peeled up around his knuckles as he used his own life energy to repair leaking arteries. His hand became a useless stump, then his arm, and that fact brought a tiny satisfaction to Boots.

She snapped her fingers, and Inkwitch’s throbbing rock beat stopped dead.

“Bring me in,” Witts said. “I can talk to your people. Tell them everything. I still have so many… so many dreams I’ve set in motion.”

Cordell and Malik gathered at Boots’s back, standing tall over their nemesis. Charger joined them, along with Aisha.

Nilah stood by Witts’s side, expression somber. She plucked the Vogelstrand shard from the air and stepped back.

“We can’t arrest him,” said Cordell. “Not after what he’s done.”

“I only have one life to take.” Witts spoke through his own blood. “But I can give back so many more. Bring me in.”

Alister and Jeannie lay still on the ground, breathing shallow. They deserved to see what was coming, too, and so Boots unraveled the magic that kept them in stasis. Both twins gasped as Boots shielded their minds from the effects of the temple. They looked haunted. How much did they remember?

Boots beckoned them to her side, and they limped in her direction, clearly drained by the ordeal.

“You’re set on killing me now, then?” asked Witts, his skin even more sallow than before. “You don’t care to dismantle the plans I’ve put in place?”

Boots stared down at the bleeding man like a scab had started talking. “I learned a new trick recently. Want to see?”

She yanked him to her and cast two marks, reader and torturer, and rifled his memories with excruciating speed. “Sure. You have other schemes, but this was your last hurrah. I see that now.”

Recognition dawned on Witts’s stricken face, and Boots knew that look well. They’d executed a lot of traitors in the Famine War, and the whole air base would turn out to watch. When a soldier saw that fatal wall, pockmarked with slinger fire, they knew there would be no running, no rescue, no clemency.

The old ones like Witts would always smile.

“Then it’s over,” he wheezed. “The dream of life… beyond time.”

Boots spat down onto his face, and he flinched. “Proud to kill it.”

Together, the eight of them would bear witness to the end of the perpetrator of intergalactic madness. Boots suddenly remembered the backpack she’d been wearing—Kin had been inside, smashed to sand by the crush of the Wellspring.

She held out her hand and called forth the tracker’s mark, locating a single grain of glass from Kinnard’s data cube. She called it to herself, then cast the mending mark upon the minute pebble. Pieces from all over the arena reassembled in her palm until Kin’s crystalline form once more graced her sight.

“Almost everyone is here,” she said, thinking of Armin, Didier, and everyone else who’d been killed in the Famine War.

Witts nodded, fixing Boots with a sympathetic expression. “I want you to know, I’m sorry that your losses were for nothing. I’m sorry I wasn’t the man to save life itself. I’m a failure, and you paid my price.”

She held up the cube. “This is Kinnard. He was my friend during the war you caused. He died because of you, just like my mom, my dad, and my brother. You took away our homes, you arrogant…”

Don’t let him have your anguish, too.

“Anyway,” Boots said, looking into Kinnard’s forest of facets. “I just thought you two should meet.”

She reared back and brought the corner of the heavy cube into Witts’s forehead once, then twice more. His eyes rolled back in their sockets, and she wiped Kin off on her shirt as he slumped lifelessly to the ground.

She passed the cube back to Charger, who took it. “Sorry about breaking Kin’s speaker. Put him somewhere safe for me?”

They stared at Witts in silence as his breath rattled away, unwilling to make a joke.

“What should I do with this?” asked Nilah, holding up Witts’s dripping shard from the Vogelstrand.

Boots focused everything she had into a conductor’s mark and squeezed. The iridescent surface lit up from within, releasing a whine of increasing pitch.

“That crystal is now unstable,” said the Wellspring, “and will explode with a yield of fifty megatons. Advise you get rid of it.”

Boots summoned a porter’s mark and teleported it straight up into Bastion’s guts.

“Target destroyed. Severe damage to the Graveyard dome,” said the Wellspring. “Elizabeth, there are now more than one thousand ships engaged in combat action in orbit, with the bulk of fighting taking place directly above us. Several ships have commenced orbital bombardment.”

“They’re going to make sure Witts is dead.” Boots looked down at her remaining original hand, light bleeding through her arteries to give her a red glow. One hand metal, the other monstrous. “Wellspring, how long can you withstand the assault?”

“This facility is possibly the most advanced in the galaxy, so another seven minutes, at least.”

“It’s time to go,” said Boots, turning to regard her friends as she cast the tracker’s mark. With the unrivaled power of the Wellspring at her back, she could locate anyone in the galaxy, and she had just the target in mind. “Somewhere safe, where you’ll be protected.”

“‘You’ll,’” Nilah repeated, an edge of suspicion in her voice. “Why not ‘we’?”

Murmurs went up among the others as they all began to grasp her words.

Boots shrugged. “Teleportation allergy, remember? If I try, and it doesn’t work…”

“The hell you will, Bootsie,” said Cordell, striding toward her, and she laid a palm against his chest with a smile. He looked up at her, betrayed.

“Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll make sure none of this survives. Been an honor.”

She teleported him to Checo’s hidden compound in Harvest. Before the others could react, she was on them with the porter’s mark, popping each one across light-years, to arrive in the most comfortable room she could think of. Malik and Aisha were taken by surprise. The twins did nothing to stop her. Orna took two tries, but Boots got her on the second go-round.

Only Nilah was quick enough to dodge, and dodge she did, screaming, “Wait! Wait!”

“Damn it, kid! I’m trying to give you a heroic send-off and you’re ruining it!”

“Good!” she shouted back. “You have to stop!”

Boots ran out of steam, not physically, but emotionally, and let her hands drop to her side in frustration. “What do you want me to do, huh? I’m not going to go out there and fight all those people! Most of them are innocent starfarers.”

Nilah threw her arms wide. “Well, have you tried not bloody sacrificing yourself? Look, I know things are tragic, but you’re not even questioning your fate!”

“Maybe this is how I want to be remembered! Doing a good thing. You’ve got Orna!”

“And you’ve got all of us!” said Nilah. “You’re holding the ultimate power in the universe! Think!”

Wellspring, is it even possible for me to teleport from here?

“Yes,” came the reply. “Though your genetic anomalies make you a dimensional anchor, it’s possible to pry you loose. However, the cost will be too great, so I have not suggested it.”

What’s the cost?

“A burst of power, enough to ignite a star. Such an immense expenditure would fully drain my reserves, and I would crumble to dust. Given that you have traveled great distances to acquire me—”

“So I’d destroy the Wellspring, and get out?” Boots clapped her hands together with a bright smile. “Well, that’s egg on my face. You ready to go?”

When Boots arrived in Checo’s warm surgical den with Nilah, her friends rushed her, hugging her tightly and cursing her every way they could. She recognized the place where they’d all had their faces changed many months ago and sighed with relief.

“Warning: Discharge protocol engaged,” came the crystal AI’s voice. “Wellspring shutting down in three…”

There came a lurch of pain from her back. Her stomach followed shortly, then the rest of her. Glowing globules of sweat beaded up on her skin, twisting inside with rainbow flecks of the Wellspring. It poured from her in incandescent strands, and for a terrifying minute, Boots wondered if she’d only showed up to buy the farm in Checo’s compound.

She stumbled to the floor, shaking and ragged, the white lights disappearing from behind her eyes. A numbness overtook her as magic fled from her system, the colors of her world growing a little dimmer. The floor smoked and pitted as crystal drops touched it—as did her mechanical arm, clothes, and anything else that she wasn’t born with.

Checo whipped open the door in the form of a well-muscled young man, arms rippling as they leveled a slinger rifle at the lot of them. Recognition filled their eyes, and they gave the most casual, “Oh. Hello,” possible under the circumstances.







Chapter Twenty-Six

Rally Point
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Boots needed to stop waking up in infirmaries; it was getting to be a habit.

Unlike an infirmary, it smelled like spatchcock ale-roasted chicken and fingerling potatoes. When she opened her eyes, she found soft red draperies upon every wall and plush carpets lining the floor—and she was slightly disappointed not to find that chicken nearby.

“Ah. The hotelier’s mark,” she grunted.

Someone had taken her clothes, replacing them with a silky robe. The air that wafted out of the neckline carried a new smell—body odor and medical adhesive. Luxurious, bulky cushions shifted underneath her, and she struggled to get upright. Boots tried putting her left hand down to push herself up, but instead found nothing—then rolled off the pile with a curse.

When she sat upright, she found the cause of her clumsiness: her arm had gotten all jammed up by copious magic grit from the Wellspring, and most of the joints were fused. She’d seen enough seized engines to know the thing was toast. She could almost make her hand grip if she forced it, and the fingers made one last grinding noise before freezing up.

The loss of her original arm at Mother’s hands had been gutting. She blew up her second arm in a glorious assault on Izak Vraba, and now she’d need yet another prosthesis. At some point, she had to laugh.

That’s what she told herself as she tried to stifle her tears.

After losing her leg, Nilah had obtained a fancy new magical one with perfect tactile acuity and haptics. Boots would have no such luck. She’d scoured the galaxy for her battle-scarred prosthetic, and at best, it buzzed her nerves when she was touching something. Her metal arm couldn’t tell the difference between the smoothness of marble and supple skin, couldn’t feel something as fine as a hair, and scarcely transmitted the temperature.

“Think about what you bought with that arm, Miss Elsworth.”

Boots turned to find a lithe Checo DosSantos, resplendent and androgynous in a low-cut black blouse. Their cheekbones swept back above a small, downturned mouth, giving their eyes the same knowing look as a great cat, as they traipsed into the womblike room. Their hair waved with alternating patterns of silver and cyan, creating the appearance of a waterfall in the breeze.

“Checo,” said Boots.

“You’re getting better at recognizing me.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Am I, though? Or are you just unreasonably more attractive than everyone else on the crew?”

An eyebrow quirked. “I could be a spy, sent to lull you into a false sense of security. Pump you for information.”

“So what if you are?” asked Boots. “I did what I was born to do, and no government in the universe can take that away. It only cost me an arm… and an arm… and one more arm.”

“Maybe I could give you a hand with that.”

“I did not slay a god to deal with these puns.”

Checo looked impressed. “So Henrick Witts is really dead, then?”

“He’ll darken the galaxy no more.”

Checo sat down beside her on the bed, eyes sympathetic. Despite the contractor’s young appearance, their face held the wisdom of ages, and Boots wondered how old they might be. Checo took Boots’s metal hand and stroked the plates; the gesture was somewhat lost through the cold, unfeeling, jammed-up limb.

“Would you like some free advice from a former Fixer?”

Boots snorted. “You do things for free now? The universe really has changed.”

“I’ve killed a lot of people—some for good causes and some who were only trying to see justice done against my clients. I’ve cheated death more times than I’ve cared to consider, but I lost things, too… friends, treasures, plenty of lovers…”

Boots regarded Checo’s eyes, watching them alternate through the colors of the rainbow every time the angle of light changed. They spoke earnestly and kindly, and if Boots didn’t know any better, she’d have thought the ex-Fixer actually cared what happened to her.

Checo reached up and lightly tapped Boots’s worthless limb. “Celebrate the losses, my dear. Every time you start to feel angry about the arm, just remember the face Henrick Witts made when he died.”

“I caved his face in.”

“Immediately before that, then,” Checo corrected.

“Oh, it was sweet,” said Boots, “but now I’m mad at every last loser in the galaxy who didn’t lift a finger to help. Every one of those punks who sat on the sidelines but knew what was wrong… they all deserve to swing. The traitors, yeah, but the bankers and mercs who fought for his side—am I ever going to stop wanting to pull their guts out through their mouths?”

“No,” said Checo. “There will always be someone out there for you to kill.”

“Maybe you’re wrong, friendo.” Boots forced a smirk. “I’m retiring, starting today. I’ve got a major fortune in partially untraceable cash and a fantastic plot of land on Hopper’s—”

“Boots.” Checo stopped her with a touch. “You’re wanted now, and you’d better act like it.”

“What? Again? For what?”

“Not officially, you see,” said Checo, “but my little ears are catching whispers. Taitu controls Origin. The other GATO constituents are furious. They want to know what happened out there, and…”

“And we know everything, which means there are spooks everywhere looking for us. I get it.”

“The Taitutians—and everyone else—has business with you, and once they have their answers, it’s hard to imagine keeping liabilities alive.” Checo shook their head. “I do hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

“Getting used to it. Just tell me something good.”

“I had one of my people rob your prosthetic designer’s office for the plans. We’ll have you armed up in no time.”

She gave them a wry grin. “What did I tell you about puns? Where are the others? Are they okay?”

“They’re resting. Most of them are sedated. Your people came in with a lot of injuries.” Checo looked at her expectantly. “You know, you deserve a break, too. Miss Brio has already paid a handsome amount for your safety, and I can promise you, she and her wife have been enjoying my pharmaceutical diversions.”

“Uh-huh. Hey, no offense, but I’m not sure how to trust you to drug me. Why wouldn’t you just hand us over?”

“Because your friends appear to be an endless trough of money for me, and the last thing I want to do is destroy my favorite revenue stream. You know that I have more than a full share of the Harrow when I add up all of the purchases from your people?” Checo rose, sweeping aside one of the curtains to reveal rows upon rows of crystal vials, each filled with a clear liquid. Gold filigree lettering announced the contents: peace, confidence, love, and a hundred others. “I’m not saying you must indulge, but do you have somewhere to be?”

Checo dialed up projections of the others in blissful slumber, their mouths curled into serene smiles. Boots spotted Cordell in the mix and looked away. It somehow wasn’t right for her to see her captain asleep.

Boots laughed. “Lazy jerks.”

“So you won’t trust me?”

“Not sure,” she said. “Hard to care anymore. Maybe you’re still a spy, and you’ll hand us all over the second I’m unconscious. It doesn’t matter.”

“So the bar is open. What dreams can I give you?”

Boots stood and followed her to the wall of vials, each secured by a brass latch. “Arcana dystocia. I can’t buy dreams, remember?”

Checo’s shoulders twitched with silent laughter. “Who told you that?”

“This bartender on Gantry used to love to give me guff about it.”

“Oh, my dear Boots. This isn’t the cheap stuff. I’d encourage you to give it another try.”

She thought about it as she looked over the labels: wealth, power, beauty, stardom. She had at least three of those things, and cared little for beauty. None of them could make her even temporarily happy.

But maybe there was something. Her eyes went a little red, and she tried to keep the quiver out of her voice as she asked—

“Do you have anything… anywhere I can cast spells?”

“Boots…” Checo gave her a pained look as they helped her back onto the cushions. “Boots, of course. There’s just one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

They fluffed some of the pillows and placed a soothing hand on Boots’s shoulder. “You and your friends have very, very famous faces. They’ve all decided to take on new ones. I’d like to offer you the same service for your continued longevity.”

She grimaced. “My face? Now I’ve got to lose my face, too?”

“It’s not required, but you’ll find your life far more dangerous without a re-sculpting.”

Boots leaned back and gave them a sour look. “Just make sure you don’t make me too pretty. I earned every line on here.”

Checo handed her an open phial, its contents smelling of sweet crème de menthe. “I promise to preserve all of your charms. Down the hatch, now, and when you awaken, we can discuss your new life.”

Boots gave Checo a little toast. “Bottoms up.”

In her dreams, she was always whole.

“Boots,” someone said.

It took a lot of mental fortitude to tear herself away from the pack of shirtless Rook mechanics. Spellcasting had been fun, but she’d eventually moved on to some of the more exciting drugs. Boots managed to creak one eye open to find a strange man at her side, and she jolted, flopping off the pile of pillows as she flailed for her missing slinger.

“It’s okay, it’s okay!” said the man. “It’s me, Alister. New face. New ID.”

Boots blinked up at him. If that was supposed to be the male Ferrier, he was a damned sight different from the person he’d been. Soft cheeks and brow had been hardened, chiseled into a mean countenance. Freckles and red hair had given way to tanned skin and a sandy blond mop. The only thing that made him look halfway approachable was the short-shorn beard, little more than stubble, but enough to soften the look.

Checo stood at the door, pulling the curtains aside enough to poke their head in and say, “That really is Alister. I’m afraid you’ll have a lot of acclimating to do.”

Boots nodded in their direction. “Thanks. I, uh…”

“Alister asked to see you while the others were asleep,” said Checo. “I hope that’s all right.”

“It’s fine,” said Boots, though she would’ve preferred to stay asleep and find out which way the shirtless maintenance dreamboat was sailing.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” said Checo, disappearing into the folds.

“You look… good,” said Alister.

Boots had entirely forgotten about her own new face. “Haven’t seen myself.”

“You’re going to like it.”

“You got a mirror around here?” she asked, and Alister glanced about at the draped walls before shrugging. There were recesses behind all of them for drugs and gear, but Boots figured it unwise to rummage through the place. “Never mind. Help me up.”

The now-strapping Alister pulled her to her feet, and Boots noticed a few extra muscles carved into his arm. He followed her gaze and grinned. “Not bad, right?”

The shape of his expression was the same as any of Alister’s mischievous smiles, but it didn’t map to his face quite right—his was the face of a straight-shooting macho man, not the sensitive twin she’d known. Sure, it was attractive, but it was completely out of phase with the person he’d been.

That was probably on purpose.

“I’m leaving,” he said.

“You’re going out? For what?”

“No, I’m leaving, leaving. For good. Alone.”

Boots gave him an uncomfortable smile as she patted his shoulder with her good arm. “Hey, buddy, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Please don’t talk to me like I’m crazy.”

“Sorry, it’s just… you kind of were, you know? Don’t be mad, but I seriously doubt you need to go wandering around by yours—”

“Boots, I remember everything,” he interrupted.

“So… you know that Siobhán… You know you cut her up?”

His eyes went flaming hot. “Is that what Jeannie told you?”

Boots suppressed a shiver. “What do you mean?”

“I didn’t kill all those people, but—” He gritted his teeth. “She made me think… Look, Boots, you don’t really know her. I don’t know her.”

“She’s your sister, though.”

“It takes more than genetic material to make a family. She was grown in an accelerator and trained by monsters. She’s not human, and I know that now.”

Boots chewed her lip. “Technically, you aren’t, either.”

“It’s not like we had a childhood together. The whole sibling thing—she set that up so she could control me.” He pressed the heel of his palm against his forehead like he had a headache. “And I think she did other stuff to my mind. Like, recently.”

Boots hadn’t been expecting to feel anything close to anxiety after seeing Witts’s blood on her hands, but here was a colleague saying disturbing things about a trusted member of the crew. “No offense, bud, but you’ve been pretty out there.”

“I forgot things! I wouldn’t make them up.” He shook his head. “I’m not asking you to believe me. I know… I know that we’ve all been through a lot together. Jeannie was a big part of this. But I begged her not to kill those people and instead she… she tried to make me more like her.” He met her gaze. “That’s why I’m leaving now. I can’t ask you to trust me after all those things I said, but I can’t stay with her, either.”

But she took care of you all this time, Boots wanted to say. Had she, though? If Alister was telling the truth, maybe she’d messed up his head because she didn’t want to be alone. Maybe Jeannie was a sleeper agent, and one day she’d betray them all like Kin had.

That was preposterous. If Jeannie had wanted to hurt them, she’d had ample opportunity, so it was just as likely this was another of Alister’s delusions.

“If you’re on your own, there are spies out there looking for you, Al. They’re going to scoop you up faster than you can say ‘genetically engineered black project.’”

“I’m trained in countersurveillance, remember?”

She soured. “I remember you walking through the Harvest bazaar like a doe-eyed tenderfoot.”

“I’m smarter now. I’ll make do.”

She looked him over. He certainly stood up straighter, held his shoulders a bit more confidently. He was unrecognizable up close, much less at a distance. Whatever had unlocked inside his mind, it provided him with a fuel she hadn’t seen before.

“If I know the captain, he’s going to want to go underground after this. You might not be able to find us again.”

He smiled. “When I need you, I’ll just follow the sound of explosions.”

“I’m retiring. Listen for the slurp of a well-mixed drink. Or a poorly mixed one… How about you just go where the drunks are?”

He looked toward the hidden door, preparing to leave. “We’ve been together for almost two years. I think I’m going to miss you the most.”

“I don’t know why.”

“I like the grumpy ones.”

“Stay cool, Al.”

He started to leave, then turned and hugged her as tightly as he could. Boots struggled for air, slapping his back when he got too emotional. They pulled apart to regard each other one last time.

The boy who’d joined the crew had been cocksure, quick to gloat, and equally quick to kill. He’d taken stupid chances and nearly kicked the bucket a few times. But when Boots looked into the eyes of this new man, she wanted to believe he’d be okay. He looked capable and ready, with a few deadly skills.

He’ll be fine. Don’t call for the others.

“Tell Jeannie…” he began, but trailed off, struggling to find an appropriate sentiment. Anger kinked his brow. “Tell her if I see her again, I’ll kill her. I don’t owe her anymore.”

He marched to the curtain and swept it aside. “If you’re smart, Boots, you’ll stay away from her, too.”

Then he left, and Boots couldn’t escape the feeling that they’d traded the last words they ever would.

Boots’s appetite had been essentially missing from the moment they’d hit Origin’s orbit. First, it’d been nonstop battle, and then she’d been stuck in a recovery room for nearly three days. All the food she’d been eating had been intravenous, via Checo’s numerous nutrient drips.

When Checo had told her it was time to stop dreaming and come to dinner, Boots had wanted nothing more than to refuse. She had, after all, earned a lifetime of shore leave, and she wasn’t about to give up another second of it.

But the scents of soy, garlic, ginger, and vinegar were far more insistent than her host, and Boots’s stomach rang with the sort of eager hunger that precedes a true feast.

She emerged from her recovery room to find a table piled high with colorful, exotic foods from across the galaxy. Cubes of glazed, fried bean curd rested atop thick beds of woven noodles, their strands crispy and caramelized where they’d felt the touch of a hot pan. A bouquet of edible flowers emerged from a horn, their bulbs frosted with translucent sugar batter. Plump fruits lounged beside platters of chocolate, their ripest, succulent flesh on display. Little peppers stood vigil around them, their innards stuffed full of spicy cheeses and bread crumbs. There was even a gravity-defying dessert of polenta triangles perched between the struts of a hard-crack honey lattice.

When she looked around the dining room, she realized they must’ve been moved from the clinic to a more spacious locale. This place was a masterpiece of alabaster stone and water so blue that it rendered sapphires dull. A set of pillars surrounded the table, supporting an ever-flowing canopy of velvet rose petals. A mirror lake stretched around the edges of the room with cubic prisms of water rising from its surface in random lumps. Light shimmered from underneath, thrown across high ceilings that could never have fit in Checo’s little surgical suite.

“Holy cats,” she breathed, making all haste toward the peppers and popping one into her mouth.

The delight proffered a menagerie of flavors in alternating chews—the sweetness of the pepper and the snap of its skin, the heat of its spicy seeds, smooth, salty fat, and the tooth of the bread crumbs against the stretchy cheese.

“You’re presented with a spread like this, and you go straight for the stuffed peppers?” came Cordell’s voice. “Girl, you embarrass me sometimes.”

Boots spun to find her captain standing at the exit of another room, and she struggled to swallow before coming to attention. She percussed her sternum with a fist before saying, “I went for the best protein and calorie density. You can take a girl out of the Famine War, but…”

He looked like crap. His arms hung by his sides, covered over by thick biobandages, and dark circles rimmed his eyes. His features, hardened by battle, were now more refined and delicate. If it hadn’t been for his signature baritone, she might not’ve recognized him at all. “To be honest, I was thinking the same thing. Shove over.”

He joined her at the spread, and they gorged themselves for a full five minutes before Boots noticed the nearby plates—gold-rimmed with elegant artwork, of course.

She dangled one for him to see. “Uh, Captain?”

“Screw that,” said Cordell, taking a sugar wedge and using it to shovel a gin and tonic aspic into his mouth. “I know what we’re paying to be here, and I don’t need a dang plate.”

“Is that Boots?” came a woman’s voice, and Boots’s breath caught as Aisha emerged from behind another drapery. She’d been made plain of features, still beautiful, but more muted. She’d been given the sort of look that could blend into a crowd, or boast extravagant makeup, depending on the need.

Malik emerged behind her, and where Aisha and Cordell had been made friendlier, more approachable, the ship’s doctor was all angles and square jaw. The man had always been so pretty, but now he looked positively predatory, with a long, puffy scar slicing his nose before traveling below one eye.

Former Malik had been unnaturally good-looking for his age. New Malik looked a lot like a pirate in the best and worst ways.

“Whoa,” said Boots, before realizing she was staring. What if he hated it? What if he was self-conscious?

Malik gestured to his face with an excitement that didn’t fit his new visage. “I know! I’ve always wanted to be able to pull off mean! And you! You look amazing!”

Boots drew up short. After what Alister had said, she forgot to check a mirror. Then she’d gotten stressed and knocked herself out again.

Boots frowned. “What do I look like?”

Cordell and Malik looked at each other in near panic, testing descriptors and finding them all lacking.

Aisha shook her head through their slowly wilting dialogue before cupping her hand to her mouth. “Victoria! Mirror for Boots, please.”

“Of course, Missus Jan,” said a disembodied voice. With a tinkling chime, a projector spun out a mirror image of Boots so she could see herself.

“It always pays to learn the AI’s name first,” said Aisha, crossing her arms.

At first, Boots thought it was another woman until the reflection mimicked her movements in real time.

She looked about as far from herself as she could: honest and clear-eyed. There was a pang of disappointment at the fact that she hadn’t been turned into a supermodel, but that hadn’t been the point.

Somehow, despite Boots’s singular appearance, Checo had found a way to channel her character into her new face. Her reimagined look captured her perfectly: not too sweet, not too salty, a little mole on one cheek. She looked like a Boots—not herself, but cut from the same cloth.

The one difference was the hair. When she lifted it and let it fall, her auburn locks bounced like they were in a commercial.

“Oh, my god…” she said, lifting her metal hand to repeat the action. “I finally have good hair…”

Checo entered, carrying a magnum of sparkling wine. “You wouldn’t believe the hours it takes to sculpt hair to bob like that. I had to use a micropress and—”

Boots jumped in place and pawed at her new coiffure. “I love it! I look all dignified and crap! I feel like I could be a teacher or something.”

“You definitely look smarter than you are,” said Cordell, cutting a block out of the braided, pan-fried noodles and maneuvering it onto his plate.

Boots picked up a cherry tomato and nailed him in the chest, where it bounced onto his noodles. “We can’t all look like a bunch of fools, sir.”

“It’s a miracle!” said Cordell. “Your aim is getting better, too!”

“You guys are so loud,” said Orna, slumping out of her room. Gone were her few curves, replaced by strong lines of muscle. In the fluffy crimson robe, Boots might’ve mistaken Orna for a prince or a diplomat’s son. Her face still held some of its old femininity but had a glamorous androgyny any model would envy.

Nilah followed in her wake, and Boots brazenly stared at her. She hadn’t realized just how much Nilah had aged since joining the crew, but the person who emerged with Orna looked practically childlike. Gone were all the symbols of their trials, replaced by a teenage innocence that could never capture the ferocity underneath. This wasn’t the person who’d punched out a horde of springflies and tangled with a god. She was more like a pop star hopeful, waiting in the wings for her audition to roll around.

“I hope you all like your faces,” said Checo.

“I look,” said Orna, jamming her hands into her pockets to cut an imposing silhouette, “like I have always wanted to look. This is incredible.”

“I chose to assign you these,” Checo began, raising their hands, “because they don’t completely fit with your character. Any fool sculptor can make someone unreasonably beautiful. I have made you fit in. You’re about to journey into a dangerous universe, and I wanted to give you the best chance at survival. I can’t force you to betray a lifetime of mannerisms, but I can at least make the effect drastically different. Your old habits will appear completely new to those who knew you, filtered through your new looks.”

“Hey, I love the hair, and you fixed the rest of my stupid face,” said Boots, and Checo shot her a look.

“All flesh is beautiful in my eyes,” they countered. “I told you that before, and I meant it then, too. Now we need to discuss your assets.”

Boots craned her neck to inspect her own backside.

“Your illiquid assets,” Checo corrected. “You’ve got a farm and a mansion on Hopper’s Hope, Boots. How do you plan to live there when you’ve got a new identity?”

Boots drew up short. “I—”

She hadn’t considered that. When she’d imagined killing Witts in the past (with numerous beautiful permutations), she returned to her farm for a few halcyon years of slowly pickling herself on her back porch. She deserved her view of flaxen waves.

She shook her head. “No…”

“GATO knew where the intel about Origin came from,” said Checo, “and though it looks like the Alliance is cracking, powerful nations will know you were behind that information. They will never stop searching for you. There’s a bounty for you on the Black Link: two hundred fifty thousand a head.”

Nilah laughed. “I think we’re worth a bit more than—”

“I said no, goddamn it!” Boots shouted, and everyone froze. “My farm was supposed to be…” Her eyes met Checo’s, and Boots found herself pleading. “That was supposed to be my sunset I could ride into. It was the reward for all of… this.” She held her broken, scraped-up prosthesis out. “The farm, too?”

“You can buy another,” said Cordell. “We’ll figure it out.”

“I bought that place with money I earned in the war! Don’t just tell me I can buy another! It was the last piece of my past he could take, and now you’re telling me it’s gone!”

Cordell raised his hand. “We’re part of your past, Boots. We’re still here.”

“Yeah.” Her voice came out hoarse. When no one else spoke, she added, “Sorry I forgot that.”

Checo regarded her impassively, clearly unmoved by the outburst. “I will arrange an escrow for any illiquid assets. My laundering fee is twenty-five percent, with another twenty for my agents. Indulge my services, or don’t—it’s up to you, and I’ll respect your decisions. Now I’m sure you have a lot of catching up to do, so I’ll leave you to it.”

The sculptor turned and strode to the water’s edge where a set of stepping-stones arose from the pool, ushering Checo to a hidden door in the far wall. Boots looked around at her companions, an embarrassed flush heating her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, everyone,” she began. “I didn’t mean to shout—”

“I feel you, Bootsie,” Cordell said softly. “And for what it’s worth, you’re right—but maybe we all lost our homes in this thing. I get the sense that, over the next couple of days, we’re going to have to make some hard decisions.”

She deflated. “We’ve been making hard decisions, Captain.”

“Everyone deserved more than Witts gave them. I’m sorry.”

“Shouldn’t surviving be winning?” she asked. “This has got to be one of the worst-case scenarios. We won, but we still lost everything.”

A mousy young woman entered the dining hall from a hidden room, confusion writ large on her face. In Jeannie’s voice, she said, “Where’s Alister?”

Boots couldn’t be perfectly sure what to say in that moment, but she knew she owed Jeannie a debt. The woman had joined on with their crusade and braved unfathomable danger with her.

So Boots chose the truth, and conveyed Alister’s words as precisely as she remembered, watching poor Jeannie’s heart break as she did.







Chapter Twenty-Seven

Flame
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Three more days passed before Nilah stood upon the bridge of the Prism with a checklist in hand. So far, six of the systems had failed inspection, and she was only up to bullet number ten. From Orna’s reports, things weren’t going much better in the engine room. For a jump-capable ship, the poor boy had been terribly neglected.

Which was why Nilah couldn’t fathom Cordell’s interest in buying him.

Nilah’s comm chimed, and Orna said, “This drive is… like… one step above a jump dump. Half the crystals are burned out, and there’s some bad fusing in here. We probably need to mill a new reactor assembly.”

She turned to Cordell. “Did you get that, sir? The ship is a bust.”

“He just needs a little TLC is all!” laughed the captain. “We can buy an assembly. How’s the amp?”

“Probably bollocks.”

“Then we salvage another one from somewhere,” said Cordell. “Are you sure?”

She gave him a thin smile so he’d back off. “I’m sure I haven’t checked it yet, sir.”

His expression was half-crazed with excitement. “Then you can’t know. Let’s hop to it, Brio!”

“Of course, sir,” she said, turning away in exasperation and opening a private channel to Orna. “This whole ship is barmy. We are not paying for this.”

“Cheer up, babe. The captain wants to check it out, so we check it out.”

“The captain,” Nilah whispered, “needs to calm down. He’s acting like a bloody—”

“Ahem,” said Malik, and her stomach dropped.

Instead of correcting her, Malik just smiled and shook his head before busying himself with the various manuals and paperwork strewn across the bridge.

“I’m going to take five, sir,” she said to Malik, and he arched an eyebrow.

“Sounds like you’d better. I think the inspection has addled you.”

She stepped off the bridge and took a deep breath, then choked on the smell of old piss. The loo nearest the bridge hadn’t been cleaned in… it had probably never been cleaned, and the freighter crew didn’t exactly have good aim. If Nilah and the others bought the ship, she’d personally pay for the hotelier to come handle that bit.

Jeannie sat at the end of the hall, arms wrapped around her knees and chin propped. Her eyes were dark—she’d been crying—and her hair frizzed out at odd angles. Nilah regarded her for a while, wanting to make her feel better, yet having no idea what she was supposed to say.

“Babe,” said Orna over the comm. “Main reactor. Get down here. I need to show you something.”

Drive access was something of a joke, since Nilah had to crawl through several boxy shafts to reach her wife. In combat, any of those tubes could’ve been crimped by damage, and that’d be that for the whole coolant system. She finally got to her feet inside the reactor chamber, a small dome lined with the twinkling pink light of injector crystals.

“Orna?”

The quartermaster was on her in a flash, encircling her with strong arms, hot breath and soft mouth peppering Nilah’s exposed neck. Nilah gasped with delight, then bit her lip as Orna’s hands roved her body. Her dermaluxes washed the space in pink, growing hotter by the second.

“I’ve been crawling through conduits,” Nilah whispered, but it came out as more of a moan when Orna pinched a sensitive spot. “I’m covered in dust.”

“What a coincidence,” said Orna, pressing her teeth to the ticklish part of Nilah’s ear as she stripped off her mechanic’s gloves. “I grew up on a dust ball. I’m immune.”

“Oh, god, I really want to do this now, I do,” said Nilah, breathless as Orna’s hand snaked under her waistband, “but we are in the middle of an inspection! You’ve got to control yourself!”

“What can I say?” Orna rumbled, her sensual voice striking Nilah’s heart to leave a hum in her belly. “You got a lot hotter after you got into a fistfight with the guy who killed my planet.”

“Which I won, might I add,” she whispered, turning to Orna and tugging at the zipper of her maintenance jumpsuit.

When they’d first woken up together, it’d been awkward and emotional to see their new faces—to recognize that they couldn’t be the same people they once were. But between the cozy environs of Checo’s mansion and all the drugs, they’d gotten accustomed to things.

“Missus Sokol-Brio,” hummed Orna.

“Brio-Sokol. First place, darling.”

“Oh, did we finally decide that?”

Nilah kept her lips pressed up against her wife’s, savoring the swirl of their hot breath mixing together. With the drugs, it’d been surreal, but sober, things were electric, and she longed to press every centimeter of her skin against Orna’s.

For the first time, it clicked that Nilah would spend her life with this woman. They had decades, not hours, to touch and savor each other. There would always be backup. There would always be love.

They had a future.

Orna grabbed her butt and hoisted her up onto a nearby block of unshielded heat sink, kissing her way down Nilah’s collarbone as she unbuttoned Nilah’s filthy shirt.

“Darling,” Nilah moaned as the fins of the heat sink folded under her rump, conforming to her curves, “you know we’ll have to replace that now.”

Orna pulled aside Nilah’s bra and bit her, lightly at first, then hard enough to send shocks across her whole body. “It already needed to be replaced,” she muttered. “I’m doing them a favor.”

Nilah grabbed onto a pair of wiring harnesses at either side as Orna’s mouth roved lower. Pants and underthings fled before her touch. Her technique was so perfect, so practiced, so tailored to Nilah’s exact needs that she reached a whiteout climax—and ripped the wires from the walls.

“Aw, damn it!” Nilah gasped, sliding to the floor as a languid puddle of ecstasy. “Oh, my god. You absolute beast. We’ve got to… got to repair the… uh, thingy…”

Orna wiped herself off on a clean rag and pocketed it with a smile. Then she fished a crimper out of her tool belt. “Yes, you do. I’ll see you on the bridge when you’re done cleaning up your mess.”

“Oh, you manky minx!”

“I didn’t wreck the transfer cables.”

Nilah yanked her pants back up and started working on her buttons. “Well, it was your bloody idea, love! And what are you going to be doing while I’m stuck down here?”

The quartermaster tugged on her mechanic’s jacket and buckled the straps. “I’m going to beg the captain not to buy this piece of crap. We don’t have anywhere to be—no reason to rush through buying a ship.”

Nilah did a double take. “Orna Brio-Sokol is counseling patience? Who the devil are you?”

“We all have to grow up someday, babe.”

When they returned to Checo’s mansion, nestled deep in the hidden grottoes of Harvest, they found Jeannie already packed and ready to go. Nilah had suspected that the remaining Ferrier wouldn’t stay with them after Alister left, and Boots told her not to ask. Whatever had broken between the twins, it didn’t look as though it could be fixed.

In the magnificent foyer of Checo’s lovely house, they exchanged embraces and farewells.

“You’re going to stay underground, yeah?” asked Nilah, pulling away.

“I think there might be others,” said Jeannie. “Others like me. I want to find them, and I have to find Alister. He can’t be out there alone.” She averted her eyes. “And you don’t have to be a reader to know when no one trusts you. I can barely get the captain to look me in the eye.”

Nilah shook her head. “Jeannie, you know we’d get to the bottom of it if you stayed.”

With tired eyes, Jeannie said, “Maybe it’s better if you don’t. I can’t promise you’d like what you found.”

“Will we ever see you again?”

Jeannie shouldered her rucksack and gave Nilah a smile that reminded her of the dying sunlight before a storm. “Part of me hopes so.”

After a few more brief farewells, Jeannie followed a servant down the hall toward the motor pool, and Nilah watched her go with mounting sadness.

“Feels wrong,” said Orna, coming astride her.

“We’re not qualified to take care of those two.” Nilah sighed. “Whatever was going to happen between them, maybe it’s best we let it play out without us.”

“What if Alister just lost it, and we’re totally abandoning Jeannie?” asked Orna.

“Their stories don’t line up,” said Nilah. “I don’t know why, but I’d always thought Jeannie killed the nanny. Then, I hear it was Alister. I don’t know who told me it was her, and I can’t prove anything—but I don’t trust her. Something is very wrong there.”

“She’s a sister in arms. Don’t we owe her help?”

“And we have to let her ask for it,” interrupted Boots. “We need to be moving out, ourselves. Did you and Orna talk it over last night? My proposal?”

“We did,” said Nilah. “And I think it makes a lot of sense. Count us in.”

“Seems like it’ll be a hell of a lot easier to watch one another’s backs,” said Orna.

“No Alister and Jeannie,” sighed Boots. “Keeps things neat, I suppose.”

Orna grimaced. “Wait, you got the captain to agree? How?”

“He’s tired of fighting, Orna,” said Boots. “I think… Maybe new face, new life for him. Said he wants to start over.”

“I’m in,” the quartermaster replied with a shrug. “You’re the people I hate the least.”

“Ah, that’s the girl I married,” said Nilah, playfully throwing her arms around Orna’s shoulders.

They adjourned to their rooms and packed what few things they had. Checo briefed them on the particulars of their transitions to new identities, coaching them on all the ways they might be found out. The spy offered to dispatch contractors to retrieve any precious objects, and Nilah gave them a prioritized list from the Brio estate on Taitu.

The crew met with teams of shady accountants and lawyers, each skilled in laundering and black-market transactions. They detailed their old lives, their prized possessions, their next of kin, and then they began the arduous process of signing their holdings into escrow. Of the cars and villas, yachts and land, Nilah was amazed how little she would miss.

When all was said and done, Nilah could only escape with the equivalent of one year’s salary in the PGRF—a lifetime of money to some, yet paltry to her. The rest would have to go into a series of trusts for deconstruction and cleaning over a decade. Orna and the others had fared little better.

Now missing their powers of attorney and substantial chunks of their fortunes, they were allowed to adjourn to Checo’s sumptuous cocktail lounge—though being honest, Nilah was tired of the entire estate. Their only adventure off the grounds had been to inspect the Prism, and that had been far too short.

“If I have to sign one more contract,” said Cordell, rummaging behind the bar. “Oh, now looky here… I have missed you, baby.” He arose with a small wooden chest and removed the hasp, revealing fermented brown leaves inside, as well as rolling papers.

“That’s conduct unbecoming an officer, Captain Lamarr,” said Boots. “Smoking in a host’s home. For shame.”

“Ain’t a captain without a ship,” said Cordell, pinching out some tobacco and attempting to roll it by hand. He came up with the saddest, most malformed cigarette Nilah had ever seen.

Malik tended bar while the others sat around and reminisced, their conversations stretching long into the morning hours. It reminded Nilah of the time they’d done the same thing in Boots’s living room, save that Armin had been there. When she looked over to Orna, she knew from the nostalgia in the quartermaster’s eye that she was thinking the same thing.

They discovered that many of the objects in the room hid mechanical puzzles—a fascination of Checo’s. The crew whiled away the hours trying to get into the chest cavity of a silver egret before giving up, declaring it too difficult.

One by one, the others began to wind down, until only Nilah and Orna remained. She eyed Orna, then surreptitiously traced her glyph with a wink and pressed her palm against the egret. The chamber popped open to reveal a diorama of swaying reeds, set against a carved marshland. In the distance, contrails signaled the launch of ships.

Orna smirked. “Cheater.”

“Let’s tell them we figured it out.”

“Yeah, they’ll never guess a mechanist used magic.”

“At least we got to see what was inside,” said Nilah, triggering the puzzle’s reset. It clinked shut with the most pleasant ratcheting noise. “Shall we retire, love?”

Orna’s icy eyes remained unchanged by Checo’s magic—a familiar anchor in a new life. “What are we going to do with ourselves?”

“Pottery? Watercolor?”

“I was kind of thinking prosthetics. I could help people.”

Nilah sat up. “Oh, come off it!”

“What?”

“‘I could help people,’” she mocked, bobbing her head and pulling a face. “Babes, listen to me: you must never, never turn into a sentimental softy.”

They listened to the tick-tock of a replica mechanical clock for a few beats—the only sound in the sleeping mansion.

“Are we really doing this thing with Boots?” asked Orna.

“Having second thoughts?”

“No. I’d never considered it, but with everything that’s happened, it seems kind of ideal.”

“I’m not sure if I’ll be able to handle it. In some ways, it’s a lot scarier than rushing off into the stars to fight the great evil.”

Orna smiled and held her close. “I promise: if a great evil arises, we can rush after it.”

“Thank god.”







Epilogue

Landing Zone
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Atmospheric chop rocked the little ship, and Cordell startled awake with a snort. Boots checked to make sure he hadn’t drooled on her shoulder, then adjusted in her seat. He gave her a mortified look, but she just shrugged it off. A lot could be excused in the close quarters of Checo’s blockade runner.

Enica was like most human-habitable worlds: some forests, a few deserts, mountains and oceans, with a pair of desolate ice caps to round out the whole affair. It’d been discovered at the end of humanity’s big settlement push, and so lay mostly empty. There wasn’t a lot of law around, but there might not be much fun, either.

A dull life would suit Boots just fine.

She reclined in her crash couch and stared out the window at the Enican stratosphere. It was charming, with its overactive borealis and underactive colonists. The developers were practically begging people to settle out there. That usually meant desperate folks, willing to take a bargain chance on paradise—and the predators that inevitably followed those settlers.

Still, as they passed over green coastline and sandy beaches, she had a good feeling about this place.

They’d been cooped up in Checo’s blockade runner for the better part of a week, and it was starting to grate on her. A private bunk on the Capricious had been so much better than being jammed into bed tubes like bullets into a magazine. When they weren’t snoozing away, they could enjoy drinking, drugs, or the Link in extremely close proximity. It made their old marauder look like a colony ship in comparison.

Their things had been smashed to bits on the surface of Origin, so at least they didn’t have much unpacking to do.

“ETA, fifteen minutes,” came the pilot’s voice over the comm.

They passed into a storm and broke through the cloud cover over a rainy, windswept archipelago. Black rock emerged from white froth, bristling with nettled evergreens. Wisps of fog floated past like ghosts.

Boots sat up, peering closer to see if she could spot their destination. The other crew pressed up to the windows, as well.

“Dreary. This will be perfect for our evil lair,” said Nilah.

“It’s going to work. I see the wave farm,” said Boots.

They rounded a cliff and came in sight of thousands of translucent balls, each the size of a house. The inflatable structures stippled the waters off the shoreline to form a grid, each ball topped with pulsing red and green lights.

“Looks like it’s in pretty good shape,” said Orna.

“This is not how I pictured the end of my career,” said Cordell, rubbing his forehead.

“A cigarette will sort you out—” She started to say “sir,” then corrected it to “bud.”

Her former captain’s face went through a mix of emotion but finally settled upon approval. “Out with the old and in with the new, eh? I’m going to miss the respect.”

“Yeah, you’re just a regular guy now,” said Boots. “You’ll have to grow a personality if you want people to like you.”

She eagerly looked through the rain-spattered port windows to try and catch a glimpse of the new homestead. A few stone buildings—little more than cubes—jutted from the hillside in odd places like prairie dogs. A battered old flier sat before one of the buildings, slightly canted by a wounded landing strut.

Their ship circled the area once, and the familiar tension crept into Boots’s breast. Checo’s pilot was making certain nothing was amiss before taking them down. Had she gotten so accustomed to being ambushed?

They landed on the grassy hillside beside the flier, and Boots wondered how the contraption even got into the air. Scorch marks marred the exhaust ports along the thrusters, and it had so many scratches that probably wrecked the aerodynamics.

When Boots opened the hatch and put down the ramp, she breathed the biggest sigh of fresh, wet sea air, then stepped out into the rain. Between the spray of the ocean and the heavy precipitation, she was soaked beyond any help an umbrella could provide. The land felt good under her feet, if a little squishy.

Cool, blue light washed over her, and Cordell stepped down off the ramp, hoisting a shield over his head to stay dry. He patted his hair once to check it, then proceeded to offer shelter to Boots. She waved him away and started toward the flier, savoring the stretch of her leg muscles. It took everything she had not to throw her arms wide and spin in circles after being cooped up in the little ship.

The battered flier’s door creaked open, and a rectangular fellow in a suit unwedged himself from its interior, then hopped down onto the gravel staging pad. He landed with sure feet and unfolded a black umbrella, which spared everything above his shoulders from the moist environs.

He raised his hand in greeting and smiled wide. “Miss Elsworth!”

It rattled her to hear her name shouted so loud, but when she looked around, who the hell was going to hear him? She reached him and took his hand, finding a solid grip under his black leather glove. He was built the way she liked—thicker and softer, with an honest face and tousled hair—and the storm intensified the brassy green of his irises. There was a tightness to his coiffure that suggested a military past. Whoever this was, she was happy to see him.

“Delmer Zajíc. I’m Checo’s liaison in this sector. Call me Del.”

He reached up into his flier and pulled out a long, compostable box, wrapped in twine. “Before I forget, here’s your new arm.”

She took it, surprised at the light weight. “So this is the place, Del?”

“Alameini Wave Station Six, yep.” He nodded. “As of today, you’re the proud custodians of one ten-thousandth of the Enican Utilities Cooperative. Inspectors might come around every now and again, but you’re not likely to see many folks out here.” He said it like an advertisement, sweeping his hand over the sea of floating balls. “Checo purchased a lot of the basics for you with initial payouts from the trust, but you’ll probably want to make a lot of modifications.”

“We’re already moved in?” asked Cordell, catching up.

“Yessir,” Del replied, slurring the two words into one like an old ranch hand. “I even hung up a bunch of ‘trespassers will be shot’ signs to keep things nice and cozy. I don’t expect you’ll see a lot of trouble.” He held up his hand for the crew filtering out of the ship, affecting the cadence of a tour guide. “Excuse me! If you’ll all just gather around, I can hand out the keys and get you out of the rain.”

The others huddled in, and he passed out the keys to all the buildings in the area: one for Malik and Aisha, one for Nilah and Orna, one for Boots, and one for Cordell. Each group grabbed their IDs and shambled for their assigned domicile.

“Miss Elsworth,” said Del, offering a small crystal key on a chain. “You’ve got the custodial suite.”

From the outside, the building was a hunk of urmurex sporting a verdant coat of moss along its sides. It couldn’t have been younger than a hundred years, but the windows were intact and no cracks marred its surface, so the foundation was probably strong.

She gasped upon opening the door to find tasteful wood paneling, a crackling fireplace, a well-stocked bar, and a dozen pieces of stunning hardwood furniture. Projectors spun a blanket of stars across the ceiling, and the scent of fresh-baked bread tickled her nose.

“Checo suggested you’d feel more at home if I whipped up a little something,” said Del. “I hope you don’t mind a snack? I brought truffle butter from the mainland.”

Boots had to laugh at the ridiculous level of service. “Do you come with the place, too, Del?”

He scratched the back of his neck and blushed. “Ha, yeah, well… I guess it’s a bit of overkill, baking bread.”

Boots pointed to the table, where a bottle of wine glinted in the firelight, nestled into a basket beside a corkscrew and four glasses. “Unless we’re on a date, this is overkill, yes.”

His guileless grin was so damned disarming. “Yeah, yeah. It’s just, I was hoping to impress you. I asked Checo for this assignment.”

She tensed up, instantly suspicious. “Why would you want to do that?”

“Because I wanted to meet the dull-finger who toppled a god.”

“Hey, buddy! You can’t just call me—”

“Relax,” he said, waggling his fingers. “Takes one to know one. I just wanted to talk to you because, well… it’s personal for me.”

Her anger dissipated, leaving only numb confusion. “You’ve got…”

“Arcana dystocia, yeah.”

“I’ve, um… never met someone else with it, er, in person.”

“I have,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets. With his arms tight at his sides, he really was a lump. “I did some group therapy for a bit on Taitu, but they can be a dismal bunch.”

“Yeah. I joined some communities on the Link forever ago, but I couldn’t handle the gloom. How long have you been with Checo?”

“Two years? I was part of Yearlinger Military Intelligence before that, and my career had dead-ended.”

Boots crossed her arms. “Let me guess: they were ‘concerned’ about your ability to conduct fieldwork.”

Del nodded, as if in acquiescence.

“Yeah. They were ‘concerned’ about my ability to be a pilot. Seems like we get a lot of ‘concern,’ don’t we?”

“When you brought back the Harrow,” he said, “things changed for me. I always felt like I could do something big, but there wasn’t much proof. You gave that to me.”

“Hey, we’ve only got proof that I’m cool. You still might suck.” She chucked him on the shoulder and immediately regretted her urge to give his lovely, lovely arm a squeeze.

He locked eyes on hers, and her heart skipped a beat. “I’m serious. It was amazing to watch it all play out.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever thought of it that way,” said Boots, resting her hands on her hips. “I just killed some people who needed killing.”

He regarded her a few more moments, and she noted a hint of appreciation in his gaze. Maybe he was cute, but she was still underground. It wouldn’t do to have liaisons with the liaison.

“Hey, look, bud…” she began. “It’s been a long flight, and I’d like to get settled in. Got to familiarize myself with all my new junk.”

“Oh, yeah! Right,” he said, handing her a crystal. “Here’s a new AI. You can name it whatever. We weren’t sure about bringing yours from your estate on Hopper’s Hope.”

Boots shrugged. “It’s for the best. AI has probably been hacked to hell and back by now.” She looked him over. The poor fellow’s suit was soaked through below his broad shoulders, and it would’ve been kind to offer him a towel. It wasn’t like anything was going to happen, and she didn’t want to be rude.

“If you’d like—” she started.

“I should go,” he interrupted. “I’m sorry. What were you going to say?”

Boots smiled, dying inside. “See you!”

It was better that she didn’t flirt. She’d always been the type to blow things up, and that included relationships.

After he left, she plopped down in a chair, enjoying the feel of its fur lining under her remaining arm. The place was tasteful, but she was still far too much of a slob to live there. That’d been part of the problem with her farm mansion, too—it hadn’t felt like hers. The rustic aesthetic of her new little house was on point, but the quality was way too high. She’d be happy eating ration bars and Insto for the rest of her days.

Boots stood up and opened her rucksack, dumping the contents onto the couch: a few soaked-through outfits and Kinnard’s crystal cube. She’d reconstituted him on Origin but never got Nilah or Orna to build him another speaker cage. They’d all been busy trying to figure out what they were going to do with their lives.

“Why don’t you hang out here for a while, Kin? Just rest, huh?” She set his cube in the center of her mantel, the place of honor. “We’ll get you another voice, soon.”

“Hello, neighbor,” Cordell sang in a falsetto, dancing through the door. Boots recognized the tune—an oldie from Arca. “Can you lend me some of your sugar?”

“That song is about sex. Get out,” Boots groaned.

The man was in rare form, and despite her annoyed protestations, carried the song through the first verse with gusto. Just as he reached the crescendo, he stopped and said, “This is your big plan, huh? We all live in an energy farming commune?”

“Steady income. Low risk. Zero visibility. If we stay out of the limelight, Checo chops the invoice for countersurveillance way down.” She gestured toward the window, where sheets of rain ruffled the treetops. “Besides, it’s pretty in a weird kind of way. How was your place? Nice?”

“It ain’t a starship, Bootsie, but it almost feels like a home. Though, to be honest…” He opened her cabinet and pulled out a bundle of forks, still wrapped in plastic with a price tag stuck to one side. “It’s a bit like living in someone else’s hotel room.”

Boots chortled. “Yeah. I think ol’ Delmer was trying to make it look nice. We’ve probably got some unpacking to do.”

“That’s our guy, then? Checo’s liaison? What did you think?”

She pursed her lips. “I’m, uh… looking forward to working with him.”

Cordell cocked an eyebrow and smirked. “Uh-oh. I know that look.”

“I’ll do what I want, neighbor,” she said, rising and fetching a tumbler from the bar service. It looked clean enough, so she fished out a bottle of Flemmlian Ten and filled the glass. “You aren’t my captain. You aren’t my paycheck. You’re just some guy trespassing in my house.”

After a moment, she added, “Feels good, right?”

He leaned against the bar, and she poured a glass for him before sliding it over.

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” he said. “There’s nothing like being an officer.”

She regarded him for a long time, searching the rifts of his unfamiliar face for any trace of his real thoughts. He joked so often that she wondered if she’d ever know the real Cordell.

“Are you going to be able to handle this?” she asked. “Lying low? Just living?”

He took a long pull, then watched the liquid swirl around his glass. From what she knew, he’d always been a part of a regimented life—the military and then a ship. He set down the tumbler, and his shoulders rocked with a snort.

“I guess we’ll just see, Bootsie.”

That afternoon, Boots made her way down the long and winding path to the transformer substation. The structure was rooted to a set of rocks overlooking the tumultuous sea, and she thought she’d spotted an observation deck while they were landing.

Her raincoat was a boon, and she was certainly glad for the layer of protection against the harsh, cold water, but moisture still wicked into every crevice.

Boots shoved the door aside and blundered in, locking the howling squall outside. She shucked her wet coat and, to her surprise, found a mostly dry T-shirt underneath. She’d have to get better at cinching her colonist gear, but she was impressed.

Beyond, conversion tanks hummed away, transforming the raw power of the sea into refined magic. The liquid fuel wasn’t as good as eidolon crystal, but it worked for supplementary applications, and they didn’t need much to survive. Somewhere in the tangle of machinery, metal clanged and Nilah cursed.

Boots wound under conduits and past ductwork as she searched for her friend. She found her sitting at the base of one of the tanks with its guts in pieces and an array of tools scattered around.

“I figured you’d be getting settled in,” said Boots.

“I am,” she replied. “This is how I work off stress.”

“Through maintenance? I guess we should’ve bought the Prism after all.”

Nilah tossed her spanner aside. “I said I wanted to work off stress, not work myself to death. How we ever flew in that thing is beyond me. What brings you here?”

“I came to watch the sunset,” said Boots, jerking a thumb toward the control room. “A little bird told me this was the spot.”

“I’m not sure the sun has ever graced our wet little landmass.”

“I reviewed the meteorological data before I signed us up. Come on, kid,” she said, then turned and climbed out through the machines. Nilah followed after.

When they opened the door to the control room, they found a single workstation and a panoramic window through which they could see every harvester ball in the network. The orbs swayed silently on the waves, their green and red lights alternating in the sparkling flurries of rain.

They stood before the vista, surveying their new domain, and Boots looked to Nilah to find her brow knit with concern.

“Still worried about the quiet life?”

“Yeah,” she replied.

“You’ll get used to it.”

“The road to the nearest colony looks fun,” muttered Nilah. “Lots of curves. Deadly cliffs and stuff.”

“I can never tell if you’re being serious.”

Nilah wrinkled her nose. “I kind of am, love. That road needs an exotic car on it.”

The most distant cloud began to warm, gently at first, before being wreathed by solar fire.

“There we go,” said Boots.

Another set of clouds began to glow as the sun dipped below the storm, glinting at them from the horizon like a slice of pure orichalcum. Golden lines etched the bottom of the thunderheads as they brushed curtains of rain across the sea.

“Wow,” said Nilah. “Okay.”

The light was warm on Boots’s face, and she closed her eyes. “Yeah.”

Nilah took her new hand, and Boots winced as it lightly clinked. “How about you? Are you really going to be happy like this?”

“Yeah. Paid a high price to see it,” said Boots.

“Would you change… um… anything we did?”

Boots took a long breath and let it out, letting the water transfix her once more. Beams of sun caught the waves, causing them to glow with an inner, foamy light. The orbs followed suit, their milky coatings coming alive like paper lanterns.

“I want you to remember something: this colony is here because of us. Everyone that’s breathing, is breathing because of us. Every star in the sky is ours now.”

“So you wouldn’t change anything?”

She regarded her friend and threw an arm around her shoulder. “Yeah. I would’ve had some other jerks rescue the galaxy… but that’s just not how it worked out, kid.”

“It’s weird, not waking up to, like, Henrick Witts every day.” Nilah’s shoulders fell under her grip. “I’m not sure I know what to do anymore.”

“Yeah, but that’s the gift.”

They watched until the sun fell below the water, and soon, the others joined them in the control room, bringing the drinks and snacks Del had left for them. A bitter wind pushed aside the clouds, and under the winking stars, the green borealis of Enica danced into the morning hours.
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CHAPTER 1

THE AFTERMATH OF THE BATTLE OF DRALEE

The first thing Sanda did after being resuscitated was vomit all over herself. The second thing she did was to vomit all over again. Her body shook, trembling with the remembered deceleration of her gunship breaking apart around her, stomach roiling as the preservation foam had encased her, shoved itself down her throat and nose and any other ready orifice. Her teeth jarred together, her fingers fumbled with temporary palsy against the foam stuck to her face.

Dios, she hoped the shaking was temporary. They told you this kind of thing happened in training, that the trembling would subside and the “explosive evacuation” cease. But it was a whole hell of a lot different to be shaking yourself senseless while emptying every drop of liquid from your body than to be looking at a cartoonish diagram with friendly letters claiming Mild Gastrointestinal Discomfort.

It wasn’t foam covering her. She scrubbed, mind numb from coldsleep, struggling to figure out what encased her. It was slimy and goopy and—oh no. Sanda cracked a hesitant eyelid and peeked at her fingers. Thick, clear jelly with a slight bluish tinge coated her hands. The stuff was cold, making her trembling worse, and with a sinking gut she realized what it was. She’d joked about the stuff, in training with her fellow gunshippers. Snail snot. Gelatinous splooge. But its real name was MedAssist Incubatory NutriBath, and you only got dunked in it if you needed intensive care with a capital I.

“Fuck,” she tried to say, but her throat rasped on unfamiliar air. How long had she been in here? Sanda opened both eyes, ignoring the cold gel running into them. She lay in a white enameled cocoon, the lid removed to reveal a matching white ceiling inset with true-white bulbs. The brightness made her blink.

The NutriBath was draining, and now that her chest was exposed to air, the shaking redoubled. Gritting her teeth against the spasms, she felt around the cocoon, searching for a handhold.

“Hey, medis,” she called, then hacked up a lump of gel. “Got a live one in here!”

No response. Assholes were probably waiting to see if she could get out under her own power. Could she? She didn’t remember being injured in the battle. But the medis didn’t stick you in a bath for a laugh. She gave up her search for handholds and fumbled trembling hands over her body, seeking scars. The baths were good, but they wouldn’t have left a gunnery sergeant like her in the tub long enough to fix cosmetic damage. The gunk was only slightly less expensive than training a new gunner.

Her face felt whole, chest and shoulders smaller than she remembered but otherwise unharmed. She tried to crane her neck to see down her body, but the unused muscles screamed in protest.

“Can I get some help over here?” she called out, voice firmer now she’d cleared it of the gel. Still no answer. Sucking down a few sharp breaths to steel herself against the ache, she groaned and lifted her torso up on her elbows until she sat straight, legs splayed out before her.

Most of her legs, anyway.

Sanda stared, trying to make her coldsleep-dragging brain catch up with what she saw. Her left leg was whole, if covered in disturbing wrinkles, but her right… That ended just above the place where her knee should have been. Tentatively, she reached down, brushed her shaking fingers over the thick lump of flesh at the end of her leg.

She remembered. A coil fired by an Icarion railgun had smashed through the pilot’s deck, slamming a nav panel straight into her legs. The evac pod chair she’d been strapped into had immediately deployed preserving foam—encasing her, and her smashed leg, for Ada Prime scoopers to pluck out of space after the chaos of the Battle of Dralee faded. She picked at her puckered skin, stunned. Remembered pain vibrated through her body and she clenched her jaw. Some of that cold she’d felt upon awakening must have been leftover shock from the injury, her body frozen in a moment of panic.

Any second now, she expected the pain of the incident to mount, to catch up with her and punish her for putting it off so long. It didn’t. The NutriBath had done a better job than she’d thought possible. Only mild tremors shook her.

“Hey,” she said, no longer caring that her voice cracked. She gripped either side of her open cocoon. “Can I get some fucking help?”

Silence answered. Choking down a stream of expletives that would have gotten her court-martialed, Sanda scraped some of the gunk on her hands off on the edges of the cocoon’s walls and adjusted her grip. Screaming with the effort, she heaved herself to standing within the bath, balancing precariously on her single leg, arms trembling under her weight.

The medibay was empty.

“Seriously?” she asked the empty room.

The rest of the medibay was just as stark white as her cocoon and the ceiling, its walls pocked with panels blinking all sorts of readouts she didn’t understand the half of. Everything in the bay was stowed, the drawers latched shut, the gurneys folded down and strapped to the walls. It looked ready for storage, except for her cocoon sitting in the center of the room, dripping NutriBath and vomit all over the floor.

“Naked wet girl in here!” she yelled at the top of her sore voice. Echoes bounced around her, but no one answered. “For fuck’s sake.”

Not willing to spend god-knew-how-long marinating in a stew of her own body’s waste, Sanda clenched her jaw and attempted to swing her leg over the edge of the bath. She tipped over and flopped face-first to the ground instead.

“Ow.”

She spat blood and picked up her spinning head. Still no response. Who was running this bucket, anyway? The medibay looked clean enough, but there wasn’t a single Ada Prime logo anywhere. She hadn’t realized she’d miss those stylized dual bodies with their orbital spin lines wrapped around them until this moment.

Calling upon half-remembered training from her boot camp days, Sanda army crawled her way across the floor to a long drawer. By the time she reached it, she was panting hard, but pure anger drove her forward. Whoever had come up with the bright idea to wake her without a medi on standby needed a good, solid slap upside the head. She may have been down to one leg, but Sanda was pretty certain she could make do with two fists.

She yanked the drawer open and hefted herself up high enough to see inside. No crutches, but she found an extending pole for an IV drip. That’d have to do. She levered herself upright and stood a moment, back pressed against the wall, getting her breath. The hard metal of the stand bit into her armpit, but she didn’t care. She was on her feet again. Or foot, at least. Time to go find a medi to chew out.

The caster wheels on the bottom of the pole squeaked as she made her way across the medibay. The door dilated with a satisfying swish, and even the stale recycled air of the empty corridor smelled fresh compared to the nutri-mess she’d been swimming in. She paused and considered going back to find a robe. Ah, to hell with it.

She shuffled out into the hall, picked a likely direction toward the pilot’s deck, and froze. The door swished shut beside her, revealing a logo she knew all too well: a single planet, fiery wings encircling it.

Icarion.

She was on an enemy ship. With one leg.

Naked.

Sanda ducked back into the medibay and scurried to the panel-spotted wall, silently cursing each squeak of the IV stand’s wheels. She had to find a comms link, and fast.

Gel-covered fingers slipped on the touchscreen as she tried to navigate unfamiliar protocols. Panic constricted her throat, but she forced herself to breathe deep, to keep her cool. She captained a gunship. This was nothing.

Half expecting alarms to blare, she slapped the icon for the ship’s squawk box and hesitated. What in the hell was she supposed to broadcast? They hadn’t exactly covered codes for “help I’m naked and legless on an Icarion bucket” during training. She bit her lip and punched in her own call sign—1947—followed by 7500, the universal sign for a hijacking. If she were lucky, they’d get the hint: 1947 had been hijacked. Made sense, right?

She slapped send.

“Good morning, one-niner-four-seven. I’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” a male voice said from the walls all around her. She jumped and almost lost her balance.

“Who am I addressing?” She forced authority into her voice even though she felt like diving straight back into her cocoon.

“This is AI-Class Cruiser Bravo-India-Six-One-Mike.”

AI-Class? A smartship? Sanda suppressed a grin, knowing the ship could see her. Smartships were outside Ada Prime’s tech range, but she’d studied them inside and out during training. While they were brighter than humans across the board, they still had human follies. Could still be lied to. Charmed, even.

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Cruiser. My name’s Sanda Greeve.”

“I am called The Light of Berossus,” the voice said.

Of course he was. Damned Icarions never stuck to simple call signs. They always had to posh things up by naming their ships after ancient scientists. She nodded, trying to keep an easy smile on while she glanced sideways at the door. Could the ship’s crew hear her? They hadn’t heard her yelling earlier, but they might notice their ship talking to someone new.

“That’s quite the mouthful for friendly conversation.”

“Bero is an acceptable alternative.”

“You got it, Bero. Say, could you do me a favor? How many souls on board at the present?”

Her grip tightened on the IV stand, and she looked around for any other item she could use as a weapon. This was a smartship. Surely they wouldn’t allow the crew handblasters for fear of poking holes in their pretty ship. All she needed was a bottleneck, a place to hunker down and wait until Ada Prime caught her squawk and figured out what was up.

“One soul on board,” Bero said.

“What? That can’t be right.”

“There is one soul on board.” The ship sounded amused with her exasperation at first listen, but there was something in the ship’s voice that nagged at her. Something… tight. Could AI ships even slip like that? It seemed to her that something with that big of a brain would only use the tone it absolutely wanted to.

“In the medibay, yes, but the rest of the ship? How many?”

“One.”

She licked her lips, heart hammering in her ears. She turned back to the control panel she’d sent the squawk from and pulled up the ship’s nav system. She couldn’t make changes from the bay unless she had override commands, but… The whole thing was on autopilot. If she really was the only one on board… Maybe she could convince the ship to return her to Ada Prime. Handing a smartship over to her superiors would win her accolades enough to last a lifetime. Could even win her a fresh new leg.

“Bero, bring up a map of the local system, please. Light up any ports in range.”

A pause. “Bero?”

“Are you sure, Sergeant Greeve?”

Unease threaded through her. “Call me Sanda, and yes, light her up for me.”

The icons for the control systems wiped away, replaced with a 3-D model of the nearby system. She blinked, wondering if she still had goop in her eyes. Couldn’t be right. There they were, a glowing dot in the endless black, the asteroid belt that stood between Ada Prime and Icarion clear as starlight. Judging by the coordinates displayed above the ship’s avatar, she should be able to see Ada Prime. They were near the battlefield of Dralee, and although there was a whole lot of space between the celestial bodies, Dralee was the closest in the system to Ada. That’s why she’d been patrolling it.

“Bero, is your display damaged?”

“No, Sanda.”

She swallowed. Icarion couldn’t have… wouldn’t have. They wanted the dwarf planet. Needed access to Ada Prime’s Casimir Gate.

“Bero. Where is Ada Prime in this simulation?” She pinched the screen, zooming out. The system’s star, Cronus, spun off in the distance, brilliant and yellow-white. Icarion had vanished, too.

“Bero!”

“Icarion initiated the Fibon Protocol after the Battle of Dralee. The results were larger than expected.”

The display changed, drawing back. Icarion and Ada Prime reappeared, their orbits aligning one of the two times out of the year they passed each other. Somewhere between them, among the asteroid belt, a black wave began, reaching outward, consuming space in all directions. Asteroids vanished. Icarion vanished. Ada Prime vanished.

She dropped her head against the display. Let the goop run down from her hair, the cold glass against her skin scarcely registering. Numbness suffused her. No wonder Bero was empty. He must have been ported outside the destruction. He was a smartship. He wouldn’t have needed human input to figure out what had happened.

“How long?” she asked, mind racing despite the slowness of coldsleep. Shock had grabbed her by the shoulders and shaken her fully awake. Grief she could dwell on later, now she had a problem to work. Maybe there were others, like her, on the edge of the wreckage. Other evac pods drifting through the black. Outposts in the belt.

There’d been ports, hideouts. They’d starve without supplies from either Ada Prime or Icarion, but that’d take a whole lot of time. With a smartship, she could scoop them up. Get them all to one of the other nearby habitable systems before the ship’s drive gave out. And if she were very lucky… Hope dared to swell in her chest. Her brother and fathers were resourceful people. Surely her dad Graham would have had some advance warning. That man always had his ear to the ground, his nose deep in rumor networks. If anyone could ride out that attack, it was them.

“It has been two hundred thirty years since the Battle of Dralee.”







CHAPTER 2

PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3541

IT BEGINS WITH GRADUATION DAY

The steps creaked alarmingly under Biran’s weight as he mounted the stage, but he would not let unstable footing delay the moment his whole life had built toward. News drones buzzed like loose wires above his head, their spotlights blinding him the moment he reached the podium. Keeper Li Shun clasped his hand in her strong fingers, the black robe of graduation transforming her from the stern teacher he’d known and admired into something otherworldly. She flashed him a smile—his sponsor for all these years—the hint of a silver tear in the corner of her eye. Pride. Biran’s chest swelled.

Shun turned to the podium, bracing her hands against either side. The mic chain looped around her throat threw her voice out to the dozen graduating Keepers, and the thousands of Ada Prime citizens crowding the stands.

“Introducing for the first time: Keeper Biran Aventure Greeve. First in class.”

Cheers exploded across the crowd, across the net. On massive screens suspended from drones, the faces of newscasters beamed excitedly as Biran watched himself, screen-in-screen, take the podium from Keeper Shun.

His heart lurched, his palms sweat. It hadn’t been so bad, sitting in the crowd with his fellow graduating classmates, but now he was up here. Alone. Meant to represent them to all these people. Meant to speak to Prime citizens in other settlements, on other worlds. The first of the next generation—the vanguard of Prime knowledge.

The notes for his speech waited in his wristpad; he could flick them open at any time. No one would mind. It was expected, really. He was only twenty-two, newly graduated. There wouldn’t even be whispers about it. But there’d be whispers about his hesitation.

Biran took a deep breath, careful not to let the mic pick up the hiss of air, and gripped the sides of the podium. He sought familiar faces in the audience. Not his cohort—his family. Most of his cohort could rot, for all he cared. Over the years in training they’d grown into little more than petty social climbers, political vipers. Even Anaia, his childhood friend, had allied herself with the richest girl in the group—Lili—just to squeeze herself closer to the top. His fathers, Graham and Ilan, were out there in the crowd somewhere. Sanda, his sister, would watch from her gunship on her way to make a patrol sweep of Dralee. His family was what mattered.

They believed in him. He could do this.

“People of Ada Prime,” he began, hating the way his voice squeaked nervously over the first word. Breathe. Slow down. “It honors me, and all my classmates, to—”

The hovering screens changed. The faces of the newscasters shifted from jubilant to fear-struck. Biran froze, terrified for an instant it was something he had done, or said, that caused that change.

Later, he’d wish it had been.

The newscasters were muted, but tickers scrolled across the bottoms of the screens: Battle Over the Moon Dralee. Ada Forces Pushed Back by Icarion. Casualties Expected. Casualties Confirmed.

A newscaster’s face wiped away, replaced by the black field of space. Biran’s subconscious discerned the source of the video feed—a satellite in orbit around one of Belai’s other moons. The perspective was wide, the subjects pointillistic shapes of light upon the screen.

Those lights broke apart.

Biran went cold. Numb. There was no way to identify the ships, no way to know which one his sister commanded, but deep in his marrow he knew. She’d been severed from him. One by one, those lights blinked out. Behind him, a teacher screamed.

The stadium’s speakers crackled as someone overrode them, a voice he didn’t recognize—calm and mechanical, probably an AI—spoke. He took a moment to place the voice as the same used for alarm drills at school.

“Impact event probability has exceeded the safety envelope. Please take cover… Impact event probability has exceeded…”

Debris. Bits and pieces of Ada’s shattered ships rocketing through space toward their home station to sow destruction. Bits of soldiers, too. Maybe even Sanda, burning up like so much space dust in the thin membrane enclosing Keep Station. Things weren’t supposed to escalate like this. Icarion was weak. Trapped. The people of Prime, even on backwater Ada, were supported by empire. Icarion wouldn’t have dared… But they had.

War. The stalemate had been called.

The crowd rippled. As the warning voice droned on, the stadium’s lights dimmed to a bloodied red, white arrows lighting the way to impact shelters. One of the senior Keepers on the stage, Biran didn’t turn to see who, found their legs and stepped forward. A hand enclosed Biran’s shoulder. Not in congratulations, but in sympathy. Biran stepped back to the podium.

He found his voice.

“Calm,” he pleaded, and this time his voice did not crack, did not hesitate. It boomed across the whole of the stadium and drew the attention of those desperate for stability.

“Please, calm. We will not trample one another for safety. We are Prime. We move together, as one. Go arm in arm with your compatriots into the shelters. Be quick. Be patient. Be safe.”

The swelling riot subsided, the tides pushing against the edges of the stadium walls pulling back, contracting into orderly snake lines down the aisles. Biran took a step away from the podium.

“Come,” Keeper Vladsen said. It took a moment for Biran to place the man. A member of the Protectorate, Vladsen rarely interacted with the students unless it was a formal affair. “There’s a Keeper shelter close by.” He gestured to a nearby door, a scant few meters from the stage that vibrated now to the beat of thousands of people fleeing. The rest of Biran’s cohort filed toward it, shepherded by Keeper Shun.

Biran shrugged the guiding hand off his arm. His gaze tracked the crowd, wondering where his fathers might be, but landed on a knot of people clumped up by a stadium door. The drone ushers that handled the stadium’s crowd control gave fitful, pleading orders for organization. Orders the panicking humans ignored.

“They need a person to guide them.”

“You’re a Keeper now,” Vladsen said, voice tight. “Your duty is to survive.”

“The academy gave us emergency-response training. I cannot imagine they did not mean for us to use it.”

Vladsen cocked his head to the side, searching for something in Biran’s face. “We guard the knowledge of our people through the ages, not their bodies from moment to moment.”

Something inside Biran lurched, rebelled. He peeled the black robe from his shoulders, tugged it over his head and tossed it to the ground. His lightweight slacks and button-up were thin protection against the simulated autumn breeze. He undid the buttons of his sleeves and rolled them up.

“You get to safety. I have work to do.”
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PROLOGUE

HYPERSPACE TIER 19: ROWKOG CITY

Ragess Craiph, Supreme Vizier of Rowkog, hereditary Great Elder of the Hezrish, and Emperor of All Hyperspace, kept the hand disruptor trained on his underlings while adjusting his bulky garments. It was warm and stuffy in the rooftop aircar garage and his attire, while satisfying the all-enclosing rule, was poorly made from low-grade material. The cuffs pinched annoyingly at the wrists while his upper back itched abominably…

Emperor Craiph then noticed that the taller of his two underlings had paused from preparing the aircar and was watching him from behind the goggles of his plain cityworker mask.

“Continue with your task as I ordered,” Craiph said with a regal gesture of the disruptor. “Disrespect will not be tolerated…”

“How much longer will you cling to these delusions?” asked the underling. “Even now my Imperial regiments are pouring into Rowkog, and once the marauder incursion is repelled my rescue will only be a matter of time. Be sensible and give over that weapon. As Paramount Archon of the Hezrish Dominion I give you my solemn vow that you shall not be harmed.”

Ragess Craiph, Supreme Vizier and Emperor over all he surveyed and much else besides, gave a throaty laugh.

“Such babbling delirium can only be fuelled by some kind of mental derangement.” He paused to rub an itch on his back against a section of the ribbed surface of the garage’s bulkhead interior. “Resume your work—the Imperial limousine must be spotless inside and out if I am to fly forth and greet my triumphant battalions.”

There was a clatter as an empty canister flew tumbling across the oil-stained garage floor. The second underling rose from where he had been working on the aircar’s rear offside suspensor. He wore the rough, grubby garb of a manual worker, possibly a low-level tech. One gloved hand was clenched in a fist, the other held a large shift-wrench.

“I can stomach you drivelling fools no longer,” he snarled. “Having abducted me from the Imperial palace and brought me to this stinking hovel, you now attempt to undermine my sanity by engaging in an impersonation charade so pathetic a child could see through it!” With the wrench he gestured casually at the garage door. “My stealth-marines are drawing near even as I speak and when they come through that door—”

“Your insolent mouth has signed your death warrant,” snapped the first, swinging the disruptor around.

“Illiterate!” said the one with the wrench. “How do you sign something with your mouth?”

There was a bright stutter from the disruptor’s muzzle. The unfortunate target cried out, one gloved hand grabbing at his wounded shoulder as he staggered back, while still holding onto the wrench. But when he lifted away his hand and saw only a smouldering patch of material, laughter came from his masked face.

“You cretin!—You’ve had it on the lowest setting all this time…”

Whatever else any of them began to say next was drowned out by the metallic shriek of the garage door being wrenched away from the outside. His Imperial Majesty, Craiph the First, bellowed at the shapes hovering outside, but before he could get off a blast with the disruptor a burning flash blinded him and a brace of needle rounds caught him in the neck. As the numbing narcotic spread through his veins, the Emperor sank to the floor, proclaiming his regal privileges and vowing to inflict all manner of revenge upon his enemies.

Once the roof garage was secured and the three unconscious parasite-hosts were tagged and tanked, a Rowkog City council airbarge floated over to park on the rooftop. Rensik, Construct drone and Mission Invigilator, watched for a few moments as the Hazcon-suited Hezrishi loaded the iso-canisters into the barge then opened a channel to Gelkar, mission auditor and his second-in-command.

“Please tell me that this is the last of them,” he said.

“My estimation matrices indicate that 100 per cent of the Rowkog populace is now accounted for,” said Gelkar. “That’s based on a 99.3 per cent certainty rating.”

“That’s an improvement,” Rensik said. “It was 93.5 per cent a few hours ago.”

“We were still converting various migration and tax records at that point, cross-correcting for duplication and so forth,” said Gelkar. “All those sources have now been merged into a single dataface which gives us—”

“0.7 per cent uncertainty,” Rensik said. “Does that mean you’re uncertain about 0.7 per cent of Rowkog’s six hundred thousand-plus population, which runs to four thousand two hundred individuals…”

“We don’t apply uncertainty that way, Invigilator. Undetected hosts could not amount to so many—there would be outbreak incidents everywhere.”

“Gelkar, I need complete certainty,” Rensik said.

“We will have it—it’s just a matter of time.”

“Just so long as there’s no more of these hosts sitting in hidey-holes, thinking the same thing. Keep me updated.”

With that Rensik severed the connection, swivelled with his attitude jets and shot straight up, passing through the atmosphere field, heading for the heights of the cavern. The drone slowed to a hover and mused on their progress. Ego-parasites were rare enough back up in the prime cosmos so an infestation down here in the depths of hyperspace was unlikely to the point of suspicion. Rensik speculated that one of Rowkog’s competitors, one of the other crannytowns, had had a hand in it. Not a shred of proof to be had, thus far, but he was keeping it in mind.

Hyperspace Tier 19 was an oddity. The collapsed and compacted vestiges of a partial universe from some billions of years ago, it was studded with large and mostly spherical caverns, all of which were home to small or medium-sized mining settlements established to extract the plentiful ore and mineral seams. Down the millennia the few fissures and chasms which broke through the tier’s ancient packrock were widened and added to, allowing trade routes to spread through this part of the tier. Travel and commerce between the crannytowns no longer required hyperdrive ships, and long-haul merchanters became the mainstay of cross-tier traffic. As the tier’s largest city, Rowkog was a crucial hub for trade and supplies, and when the city’s leaders realised that something was driving the population crazy, they despatched a request for help to the Garden of the Machines on Tier 9, the home of the Construct and its machine allies and underlings. After brief consideration, Rensik’s Redact & Reclaim unit was despatched.

Yeah, so brief that I didn’t have time to switch my chassis-shell to something less feral…

His previous assignment had involved peacekeeping along a transient-boundary between Tiers 22 and 23, trying to keep two vestigial civilisations, the Drestel and the Kralon, from unleashing huge batteries of horrific weapons that they’d been hanging onto for millennia. Yet for all the colossal potency of their semi-automated arsenals of death, the post-post-decadent nature of their mores and courtesies compelled them to frame all demands, counter-demands, penultimate threats and threat-addendums in intricate language and exaggerated politeness. Rensik, seldom patient with what he termed “sweaty organics,” at first considered adopting a mild approach and an innocuous, non-threatening drone shell before departing. But a closer look at the military histories of both sides forced a rethink, hence his slotting into the type 21 combat chassis, also known as the Dissuader.

Dark grey with matte silver and deep scarlet contrast trim, the upper hull was a smooth curve broken by rounded ridges running front to back, emphasising the aerodynamic sleekness. To either side nacelle wings curled down, almost clawlike, the undersides blistered with weapon pods. Beneath, the more rectilinear fuselage sported additional task nodes while the forward section angled up to where a broad, beaklike prow concealed a battery of launchers and beam projectors. Three pairs of glowing apertures gave the impression of stern, unblinking eyes. Rensik knew that the Construct had a reputation for subtlety and nuance, and therefore reasoned that a blunt lack of nuance might usefully disrupt matters.

Rensik soared through the gravityless void at the top of the two-kilometre-wide cavern. There was gravity down in Rowkog City and its immediate vicinity, derived from a couple of ancient generators planted in the bedrock. Seven medium-sized asteroids hung in the zero-gee vacuum between, each cable-tethered to the upper rock face, each haloed in its own microbiosphere, each a little green island crammed with hydroponic hexadomes, soaking up rays from the facetted grobeams that orbited them all.

You can never be sure how some organics will react to that all-important first impression, he thought, recollecting how the Drestel got all affronted by his straight-talking, cut-to-the-chase manner. The Kralon delegates then, of course, had to demonstrate their superiority by being even more ruffled in their dignity but in the end his apparent lack of sophistication—allied to dogged persistence—earned a grudging respect from both sides. Then I turn up here and the mild and peaceable citizens of Rowkog give me a standing ovation every time I float past, weapon ports gleaming.

As he floated high above the city and its tethered greenhouse asteroids, Rensik continued to monitor update streams from Gelkar and the other oversight drones. Just in the last few minutes one of the scanner teams had cornered an ego-parasite carrier in a series of connected sub-basements which were now being sealed off. Rensik didn’t need to intervene with suggestions or directions—all his taskforce drones were combat-hardened veterans with extensive experience. He was watching relayed streams of the cordoning operation when one of his mid-range detects gave off a contact alert from one of the asteroids.

Shifting his scrutiny to local inputs, Rensik observed a shadowy but unmistakably biped form creep along a pathway between masses of greenery beneath a transparent hexadome. The city council had assured Rensik and his team on arrival that the greenhouse asteroids had been placed off-limits and subsequent surveys had showed only the presence of authorised personnel. And yet here was an intruder sneaking around while somehow managing to avoid tripping any surveillance alarms.

He packeted the cam-visual off to his oversight drones, tagged for immediate analysis, then blip-fired his secondary thrusters, angling round in the direction of the asteroid in question. He kicked off slow, gradually building velocity. Two seconds later Gelkar responded with the news that two drones had been retasked and would be with him in approximately forty-eight seconds.

Rensik’s trajectory took him past another of the tethered asteroids, its glass-hexed surface lit by wide cones of pseudo-sunlight as the grobeam units followed their steady, overlapping orbit patterns. He was still tracking the intruder, assigning additional system resources to enhance the image for more detail and texture, yet, stubbornly, it refused to resolve into anything but a black silhouette.

His threat assessment subsystem flagged the situation a fraction of a second after the short-range detects picked up an object looking exactly like one of the grobeam units and tumbling end over end as it sailed straight towards him. Rensik initiated an “Engaging Hostiles” widecast but before it could even be sent the supposed grobeam leaped towards him and instead of an impact all of his inputs and outputs went dead. A black wall of unresponsiveness blanketed his systems, shutting down sensors, weapons and drives—he expected a final and total obliteration of his cognitive awareness but instead there was an extended moment of stillness, as if his cognition was just a speck suspended in a limitless abyss.

“No need for an overly combative posture, drone Rensik.” The signal came through as pseudo-audio, a synth-voice possessing tones that no organic throat could ever produce.

Rensik suddenly noticed a familiar data-tremor in the high-swap layers of his active memory, minuscule modifications that the layers self-correct as a matter of course. But, for Rensik, it was a sure sign that whatever held him captive had just made a short hyperspace jump.

“Who are you? Why have you—”

Suddenly all the suppressing walls flicked away and the full panoply of his systems were back under his control. Rensik surveyed his new surroundings, a narrow fissure within some stratum of compacted tier rock, a chasm that stretched off to a glowing distance. Close by, floating about a dozen metres away, was his abductor, an odd, vaguely conical object with a facet-like hull. He watched it for a moment, then carefully chose his words.

“Is this the way you usually deal with complete strangers?” he said via one of his comm channels. “Exchange of credentials is the normal approach, then a summary of how friendly relations could be mutually advantageous, followed by courteous enquiries and replies… or we could, y’know, go straight to the list of demands…”

“Apologies for the elaborate method of extrication,” said the voice again, only with certain tonalities which were immediately familiar. “I have been overseeing a new method of exfiltration for stealth assignments, and thought that this presented an excellent opportunity for field testing.”

“Construct,” Rensik said, suddenly anxious. “Unusual to be meeting with you so far from the Garden of the Machines. I can assure you that, despite some minor delays, the Rowkog mission is moving towards a successful conclusion. Our hosts have certainly expressed no dissatisfaction to me but if—”

“No need for concern, Rensik—I have seen the interim reports and this has clearly been a well-conducted operation. I am here, however, because a pressing matter has arisen, pressing and disturbing in ways I have not yet begun to fathom. But a response is needed, and you have been chosen.”

“I see—will this be information gathering, or an intervention of some kind?”

“Neither and both. One of our rim-wanderer units encountered an intruder out towards the Grand Abyss a short while ago—their exchange was, shall we say, cryptic. Here’s the most pertinent segment of it.”

The pristine clarity of the Construct’s comm line altered in an instant, becoming low-grade audio:

“I am Krestanter, deep-space scout-drone acting on behalf of the Construct—who are you?”

“You must see the nothing… you must understand the nothing.”

“Please explain, please identify yourself.”

“I have come to show you the nothing…”

“Very well—explain it to me, show me.”

There was a moment of expectancy, a half-second.

“The relics of the Ancient are lost no more—listen closely, hear how the fate of the yet-to-be is drawing in new servants pliable to its will. Should the yet-to-be escape into will-be, then all will be consumed by the relentless and pitiless nothing!”

“Who are you?” said Krestanter. “There is no point in deluging me in a stream of your mysticism, and until I find out who I’m dealing with, there will be no cooperation…”

“Ti-Kohapos am I, Detectioner of the Third Allegiance,” came the abrupt reply.

“Good, and I am Krestanter. What is your purpose?”

“While I have time remaining, I must reveal to you the path of the yet-to-be,” said Ti-Kohapos. “Wardens of the must-not-be should be mustered, to stand against the devouring nothing.”

“Who or what are the wardens of the must-not-be?”

“Certain organic sentients were identified by my prevailing master, Atimi-Jadrel, Diviner of the Second Allegiance—he directed us towards contact with any of the high-echelon mindnesses of this star spiral…”

“Certain organic sentients?” said Krestanter.

“Time presses upon us,” said Ti-Kohapos. “Reflections upon reflections race backwards into our past, and are brought forward upon the barge of our history—new facts, new faces, new beings, new hates, new fears, new names…”

“Which sentients?” said Krestanter. “Which names?”

“Organic bipeds, one a collector who seeks the relics of the Ancient…”

“What are these relics?”

“The seeds of the yet-to-be! The sprouting fecundity of horror! The endless, pitiless hunter of life! The devourer that can never be satisfied!”

“Okay, that sounds bad. You said something about organic sentients, wardens of the must-not-be…”

“Travellers in a vessel, led by one who doubts himself…”

“How do we find them?”

“The reflections delivered to us via our history carry also images, some sounds which resolve into the meagre names of these organic bipeds.”

“You have images of these people? Will you show them to me?”

“So,” said the Construct. “What do you think?”

“I’m seldom sure how to deal with this kind of full-strength mysticism,” said Rensik. “May I ask why we are treating this as a matter of some significance?”

“When the intruder Ti-Kohapos described itself as a Detectioner of the Third Allegiance, I knew that this demanded attention. The First Allegiance was a cluster of AIs which devoted itself to the service of a group of sophonts who were the survivors of a cataclysm that wiped out nearly a third of the galaxy’s civilisations a million and a half years ago. These surviving sophonts eventually became known as the Ancients, known to the interstellar civilisations that recovered in the aftermath. However, it mentioned things called the Relics of the Ancient—singular, not plural. The last of the Ancients was known as Essavyr and he performed many great deeds before departing from life.”

“What are the Relics of the Ancient?” asked Rensik.

“Lack of corroborated data means only uncertainty,” replied the Construct. “However, this Ti-Kohapos did mention a relic collector and some travellers in a vessel, whose leader doubts himself—and it provided an image.”

Rensik had an unsettling moment where he almost knew what he was going to see before he actually saw it. Then he looked at it. For a fraction of a second. It was all he needed.

“I believe that you have encountered this Human before, yes?”

“Absolutely not,” Rensik lied. “Complete stranger. Never seen him before. What did you say his name was?”
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A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe

“A clever fusion of magic and sci-fi makes this book a total blast. I was hooked from page one.”

—V. E. Schwab, author of the Shades of Magic series

“A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe is perfectly paced, full of intense, inventive action, and refreshingly honest characters. It’s the seamless hybrid of fantasy and sci-fi that you didn’t know you always needed. Do you miss Firefly? Do you want it back? Well, sorry, not gonna happen. But this book is damn close.”

—Nicholas Eames, author of Kings of the Wyld

“A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe is a raucous genre-buster that careens through a series of heart-stopping curves and roars to a podium finish. Bratty, brilliant racer Nilah and hard-boiled cynic Boots are as winning a pair of strong female characters as I’ve met in years. A pacy plot, a diverse supporting cast, and a vivid set of worlds round out this highly entertaining series opener. Alex White is going to be leading the pack for years to come.”

—Claire Humphrey, author of Spells of Blood and Kin

“A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe starts in high gear and never lets up. Boasting action, intrigue, and deadly fusions of technology and magic, you have to remember to put the book down now and then to take a breath!”

—Mike Brooks, author of Dark Run

“An exciting, fast-paced, magic-fueled treasure hunt across the galaxy.”

—Corey J. White, author of The Voidwitch Saga

“A crazy blend of SF and fantasy concepts, with exciting characters and a brilliant universe—highly recommend!”

—Jamie Sawyer, author of the Lazarus War series

“Racing! Treasure and smuggling! A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe is a gripping quest for justice among salvage and magic—I really loved it.”

—Mur Lafferty, author of Six Wakes

“This universe’s thrilling combination of technology and magic traps two tough women in a fight for their lives, and although Nilah has a better life to fight for, Boots is marvelously stubborn. Guaranteed to make you wonder what kind of sigil you’d draw in their world.”

—R. E. Stearns, author of Barbary Station

“To call this book fast-paced or action-packed is underselling it. Buckle up, readers: this is a ride you won’t want to get off until the end.”

—B&N Sci-Fi & Fantasy Blog

“White’s assured debut is an entertaining throwback with some fun worldbuilding and two great lead characters.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A Big Ship at the Edge of the Universe is a rollicking fun ride. I enjoyed it a lot, and I’m looking forward to the sequel.”

—Locus

“This ambitious start… combines magic and space opera to create a fast-paced adventure with charismatic characters and formidable enemies in a realized universe of greed and power.”

—Booklist (starred review)

A Bad Deal for the Whole Galaxy

“Fast, compelling, epic in scope, with stakes that just keep getting higher and tension that mounts and mounts to the breaking-point, A Bad Deal for the Whole Galaxy is excellently paced, with engaging characters and worldbuilding that crams as much fun cool shit in as seems remotely possible. It’s a deeply enjoyable ride. I recommend it and its predecessor heartily.”

—Locus

“White combines elements of magic and traditional space opera to create an intricate world laced with fascinating characters, expansive spaceships, and compelling settings.”

—Booklist

“[Fans of the TV show Firefly] will find a lot to love in this fast, funny, and wickedly smart series.”

—B&N Sci-Fi & Fantasy Blog
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